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Abstract
In 1762 and 1763, Russian tsarina Catherine II issued manifestos encouraging foreign
immigration throughout Russia, and received an overwhelming response from German farmers.
These farmers, who would later be known as Russian Germans, Mennonites, or Volga Germans,
quickly gained a reputation for their successful farming skills. As a result, following the
Homestead Act of 1862, United States recruiters used promotional land advertisements to entice
the farmers to migrate to the Midwest. The posters often depicted “open,” abundant lands in
paradise. Upon arrival, however, the Volga Germans faced a reality starkly different from what
the advertisements had promoted. This paper analyzes the recruitment of Volga Germans to the
American Midwest during the mid-nineteenth century, and the impact that recruiters had on
Volga German migration patterns. Recruiters prized the Volga Germans as immigrants similar to
yet distinct from immigrants directly from Germany. In recruiting the farmers, however, the
promotional posters depicted a paradise that did not always match the reality of the Midwest.
Beyond the posters, contemporary American press coverage of the Volga Germans reflected the
complicated realities that the posters failed to depict. Ultimately, in a web of recruiters and land
promotion, the Volga Germans were caught between the myth and the reality of the American
Midwest.
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Introduction
In June of 1905, foreign agent C. B. Schmidt of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe
Railroad Company (ATSF) stood before the Colorado State Realty Association’s Fourth Annual
Convention in Colorado Springs, Colorado. At the convention, he reported on his career’s work
to recruit immigrants to Kansas and the American Midwest throughout the latter half of the
nineteenth century. “The most important achievement of the foreign immigration department,”
Schmidt declared, “was the transplanting of some 15,000 Russo-German Mennonites from
Southern Russia to Kansas.” 1 It was “important, because they were all professional farmers,
with ample means, and because they came in large companies together, usually each company
filling one Atlantic liner by themselves.” Though Schmidt specified Mennonites, he was actually
referring to Mennonites and Volga Germans that lived in Southern Russia, Ukraine, and the
Volga region during the mid-nineteenth century. Schmidt had embarked on a mission to recruit
these farmers to the United States, and risked political arrest in Russia due to his efforts.
I crossed the Russian frontier, between Eytkuhnen, on the German, and
Wirballen, on the Russian side. On the platform at the Wirballen station a dozen
or more tall frontier gens d’armes loomed up threateningly through the driving
snow storm in their long gray coats, spiked helmets and guns with fixed bayonets
over their shoulders. The travelers were ushered into a smoky room for
examination as to their business and scrutiny of their pass-ports. Fortunately I
escaped an examination of my person and the danger of discovery of my many
letters of introduction, which I had strung on a tape and tied around my body
underneath my clothes. If they had been discovered, my mission would have been
nipped in the bud.2

Schmidt was just one of several agents that actively recruited Russian Germans to the
United States during the mid-to-late nineteenth century. In his concluding remarks to the
C. B. Schmidt, “Reminiscences of Foreign Immigration Work,” (speech, Colorado Springs, Colorado, June 20-23,
1905).
2
Ibid.
1

1

convention, Schmidt recommended the recruitment of the Russian German Mennonites to
Colorado. “They have made their section of Kansas a garden of affluence and contentment,” he
told his audience. “Whatever may be said against foreign immigration, you can do no better than
to encourage Mennonites to come to Colorado.”3 What Schmidt did not realize, however, was
that Russian Germans, both Mennonites and Volga Germans, were already present in Colorado
at this time. Russian Germans had started immigrating to the United States as early as the 1850s,
though they remained in small numbers until the 1870s, when railroad companies and immigrant
aid societies widely sponsored their immigration to the Midwestern United States. Despite their
small numbers, the Russian Germans were the subjects of recruitment so intense that foreign
agents such as Schmidt risked being arrested by Russian police.
Generally, the phrase “Russian Germans” referred to Mennonites and Volga Germans,
who had migrated to Russia in the 1760s following Catherine II’s invitation for foreigners to
obtain farmable land and enjoy certain political privileges. The Mennonites were collectively
identified as a religious group and settled in communities throughout southern Russia and the
Black Sea region. The Volga Germans, on the other hand, were German immigrants who settled
along the Volga River. Both groups shared certain cultural similarities due to their German
heritage, and lived relatively similar agricultural lifestyles in Russia. The Volga Germans and
Mennonites also shared a bond through their initial struggles in Russia, as the incentives of
political sovereignty and agricultural abundance that had initially been promised were challenged
by the local political and environmental climate. Overwhelmingly throughout the latter half of
the nineteenth century, though, the Volga Germans were recognized for their agricultural skill
and success in producing large crop yields. As the political tension continued to grow and certain
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Ibid.
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political privileges were revoked in the 1860s and 1870s, though, Volga Germans and
Mennonites looked for new opportunities to migrate and work the land. As a result, both
Mennonites and Volga Germans were open to intense immigration recruitment to the United
States when the 1862 Homestead Act allotted supposedly “open” lands for farmers. However,
many of the sponsoring agencies overgeneralized the foreigners as either Russian Germans or
Mennonites, placing them into a single demographic group. The experiences of the Mennonites
and Volga Germans cannot be conjoined into a single experience, as this paper will demonstrate
that each group had their own unique experiences as a result of their unique religious or cultural
practices.4
This paper will analyze the recruitment of these groups as either Mennonites or Volga
Germans, with emphasis on the Volga German experience. Bearing the question in mind of how
recruiters and local American communities understood these immigrants and sought to recruit
them to the Midwest, it reveals that the small number of Volga Germans created a large rift in
conversations about immigration. Recruiters prized the Volga Germans as immigrants similar to
yet distinct from immigrants directly from Germany. In recruiting the farmers, however, the
promotional posters depicted a paradise that did not always match the reality of the Midwest.
Beyond the posters, contemporary press coverage of the Volga Germans in American
communities reflected the complicated realities that the posters failed to depict. Ultimately, in a
web of recruiters and land promotion, the Volga Germans found themselves caught between the
myth and the reality of the American Midwest.
4

It is important to note that the term Russian German was often used as an umbrella category for Germanic peoples
in different regions of Russia. For example, Russian Germans can encapsulate populations such as Volga Germans,
who lived predominantly in the Volga region, or Mennonites in the Black Sea region. In the primary sources, not
much distinction was given to Volga Germans or Mennonites, and the category of Russian German was
implemented. It is important to note that it is not certain whether some sources were referring to Volga Germans or
Mennonites when discussing Russian Germans. Though Volga Germans are the emphasis of this paper, it is crucial
to note that much of the primary sources deal with Russian German terminology, which requires discretion.

3

Scholarship on the Russian Germans has generally been separated into categories
focusing on either the Mennonites or the Volga Germans, with the former being much more
developed than the latter. In 1974, Richard Sallet examined Russian German settlements in the
United States, which analyzed both Mennonite and Volga German communities and their
migration patterns to the United States. James Juhnke examined Mennonite acculturation in
Kansas in 1975, and argued that the acculturation was a unique process that differed from the
acculturation of other immigrant groups. La Vern Rippley analyzed Mennonite and Volga
German communities within the larger context of German immigrant communities in 1976, and
acknowledged cultural distinctions between the groups that affected their transition to life in the
United States. In 1980, Douglas Hale examined the presence of Russian Germans in Oklahoma,
with emphasis on Mennonite farmers. Hale recognized the absence of Russian Germans from the
primary source record, which could explain the overall lack of scholarly research performed on
the group. In 1993, Royden Loewen analyzed Mennonite groups that migrated from Europe to
Nebraska, and placed the immigrants within global immigration patterns shaped by the capitalist
drive of agriculture. Linda Shelbitzki Pickle returned to the analysis of both Mennonites and
Volga Germans in 1996, and placed them in a study of German-speaking immigrants in the
nineteenth-century American Midwest. Pickle analyzed the cultural identities of each
community, particularly with women at the core of the family unit, and how such identities
affected the dynamics and interactions of the different groups. With emphasis on the role of
women within the various German-speaking communities, Pickle argued that family dynamics
played a large role in migration and cultural differences once the immigrants were settled in the
United States. In 2019, James Urry contributed to the study of Mennonites in Russia, analyzing
the group’s interactions with the Russian administration in securing religious and political

4

privileges following their recruitment to the Russian Empire.5 This historiography reveals that
scholarship has recognized Mennonite groups as being separate from other German immigrant
groups. This understanding provides an opportunity for a similar approach to be taken toward the
Volga Germans, who also shared a unique identity.
Scholarship with emphasis on the Volga Germans is much more limited than scholarship
on the Mennonites. In 1964, Adolph Schock examined the movement of Germans to Russia
within the larger global processes of German migration in the pursuit of land; in the eighteenth
century, some Germans migrated to Russia, while others went to the American colonies.
Regardless of where they went, though, Schock argued that the Germans were relentlessly in
pursuit of workable land. Fred Koch wrote a foundational history in 1977, which served as a
narrative of the Volga German experience. Koch began with the Volga Germans’ recruitment to
Russia in 1763, and wrote a comprehensive history that addressed Volga German migration to
the United States, in addition to the experience of Volga Germans still in Russia in the early
twentieth century. George J. Walters added to the comprehensive experience of Volga Germans,
characterizing their story as a struggle to maintain their own cultural identity. Arthur Flegel has
also been recognized for his extensive research on the Volga Germans, and wrote a history of the
establishment of Volga German colonies in Russia in 1990. Flegel emphasized the
misrepresentation of Russia in the recruitment advertisements, which marked the beginning of
the trend of false advertising in the Volga German migration experience. Richard Scheuerman
5

Richard Sallet, Russian-German Settlements in the United States (Fargo: North Dakota Institute for Regional
Studies, 1974). James C. Juhnke, A People of Two Kingdoms: The Political Acculturation of the Kansas Mennonites
(Newton, Kansas: Faith and Life Press, 1975). La Vern J. Rippley, The German-Americans (Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1976). Douglas Hale, The Germans from Russia in Oklahoma (Norman, OK.: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1980). Royden K. Loewen, Family, Church, and Market: A Mennonite Community in the Old and the New
Worlds, 1850-1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993). Linda Schelbitzki Pickle, Contented Among
Strangers: Rural German-Speaking Women and Their Families in the Nineteenth-Century Midwest (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1996). James Urry, "A History of the Mennonites' Russian Privilegium: 1800-1919,"
Journal of Mennonite Studies 37 (2019): 325.
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analyzed the recruitment of Volga Germans, with emphasis on their transplant in the Pacific
Northwest.6 While there has been some scholarship that focused solely on the Volga Germans,
most of the literature has focused on German or Russian German experiences, and acknowledged
the Volga Germans as part of that narrative. The scholarship has largely incorporated the
narrative of Volga Germans into the narrative of German immigrants, though the Volga Germans
possessed a unique identity that separated them from other Germans. This paper aims to diverge
from existing scholarship that discusses the recruitment of the Volga Germans as a sub-group of
German immigrants, and instead analyze the recruitment of them as a distinct group.
Due to the scarcity of sources from Volga Germans themselves during this time period,
this paper utilizes outside sources that observe the Volga Germans and engage in conversation
about them. While this certainly does not capture Volga German perceptions of their own
experiences, their absence from the historical record could provide insight into potential cultural
explanations, though this remains a hypothesis. The most plausible explanation is that Volga
German sources have remained within the families of these immigrants, since the Volga
Germans were known for having such tight-knit, family-oriented communities. This could
explain why letters and other primary source materials from these immigrants largely remain
outside of public research institutions. The unavailability of Volga German sources ultimately
transformed this project from an analysis of Volga German experiences from their own

6

Adolph Schock, In Quest of Free Land (The Netherlands: Royal VanGorcum Ltd., 1964). Fred C. Koch, The Volga
Germans in Russia and the Americas, From 1763 to the Present (University Park: The Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1977). George J. Walters, Wir Wollen Deutsche Bleiben: The Story of the Volga Germans (Kansas
City, MO: Halcyon House Publishers, 1982). Arthur E. Flegel, “A Brief History of the Creation of the German
Colonies on the Volga,” Journal of the American Historical Society of Germans From Russia 13, no. 2 (1990): 4048. Richard Scheuerman, Hardship to Homeland: Pacific Northwest Volga Germans (Pullman: Washington State
University Press, 2018).
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perspectives, to an analysis of the recruitment and responses to Volga Germans in American
Midwestern communities.
The Lied Library at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) was instrumental in
my research, particularly with the assistance of Priscilla Finley, who assisted with the navigation
of databases such as WorldCat and ArchiveGrid. ArchiveGrid placed me in contact with the
Kansas Historical Society (KHS), which served as another vital resource. Primary sources such
as recruiting advertisements and letters pertaining to the immigration of Volga Germans to
Kansas were available through the KHS online database, though the institution also provided
microfilm reels and additional resources through Interlibrary Loan collaboration with UNLV.
Chronicling America, America’s Historical Newspapers, American Historical Periodicals, and
Kansas Historical Open Content provided invaluable access to newspapers that discussed Volga
Germans and Russo-Germans.
The American Historical Society of Germans from Russia (AHSGR) was vital in locating
secondary sources, and their digitized collection of the Journal of the American Historical
Society of Germans from Russia allowed me to navigate research that has been done regarding
the recruitment of Volga Germans to the United States. The Interlibrary Loan program through
UNLV’s Lied Library also led to the acquisition of secondary sources from Brigham Young
University, Yale University, the University of Oregon, Eugene, and several others that greatly
contributed to this paper’s research. A visit to the Family History Library in Salt Lake City, Utah
provided me with access to family histories discussing the immigration of Volga Germans to the
American Midwest, in addition to research from the American Historical Society of Germans
from Russia. The Family History Library was instrumental to the first chapter of this thesis, as it
was there that I found a census record that indicated Russian German immigration to the United
7

States as early as the 1850s. Given that most scholarship has emphasized that Volga Germans did
not immigrate to the United States until the mid-to-late 1870s, this information allowed for me to
look beyond the 1870s, and view the 1850s as the starting point.
Chapter one compares and contrasts the recruitment of Russian German and Volga
German immigrants alongside the recruitment of German immigrants to the American Midwest
during the mid-nineteenth century. It argues that the immigration recruitment of the two groups
resulted in two distinct yet parallel processes, which could be represented as the shape of a
wishbone. Linguistic similarities allowed for a common base of German recruiting
advertisements, though cultural and regional differences separated the two immigrant groups and
their recruitment. Recruiting agencies saw these two groups as culturally separate, though they
continued to share foundational similarities of German heritage. The chapter also proposes the
possibility of Volga German migration to the United States prior to the 1870s, as census
information revealed Russian German presence as early as 1853.
Chapter two provides a transnational examination of the representation of land in Volga
German recruiting advertisements, and argues that the promotion of farmable land was a leading
factor in the movement of Germans to Russia in the eighteenth century, and of the Volga
Germans from Russia to the United States one hundred years later. Though these two phases of
migration were separated by one hundred years, stark similarities in the recruitment processes
become apparent when analyzing the promotion of land as a means to economic and physical
prosperity. This chapter examines the language used to portray the land that the Volga Germans
were to obtain, and how the promises made by both Russian and American recruiters often
obscured the true environmental, economic, and political hardships that the immigrants would
face.
8

Chapter three examines local American Midwestern community discussions of Russian
Germans and Volga Germans through newspapers, as a response to the influx of Volga German
immigration following the promotional advertisements. It reveals that local non-German
communities were not as convinced of the prospect of Volga German immigrants as the
recruiting agencies and railroad companies, and engaged in significant debate over the integrity
of their Russian German immigrants. It utilizes newspaper discussions of Volga German
struggles to identify potential gaps within the immigration processes, as many of the immigrants
struggled to obtain the prosperity that the advertisements had promoted. Despite these early
struggles, however, the bulk of the newspapers analyzed reveal that Volga Germans were widely
successful members of Midwestern American communities, and often received recognition for
their efforts.
Ultimately, the story of the Volga Germans is also a story of recruitment and promotional
advertisements. This paper does not claim to rewrite the history of the Volga Germans, as a
comprehensive history far exceeds the limits of this project. However, this paper aims to add a
layer of complexity to the narrative of Volga German migration by examining the role of
immigration recruitment and promotional advertisements in the movement of the farmers across
the globe with expectations that were challenged by physical realities. Understanding how the
recruiters interacted with Volga Germans allows for the argument to be made that the Volga
Germans were viewed as a distinct immigrant group, one of many immigrating to the United
States during the nineteenth century. Such an analysis reveals that despite their unique cultural
identity, the Volga German experience speaks to much larger issues within immigration,
agricultural, and political issues that engulfed the nineteenth century United States.

9

Chapter One
Wishbone Processes: Contextualization of Volga German and
German Immigration Recruitment Processes in the mid-Nineteenth
Century United States

In the mid-nineteenth century, immigrants flocked to the American Midwest in the search
for “open” lands and economic prosperity. German immigrants comprised a large portion of
these immigrants, particularly because they were recruited by immigrant aid societies and
railroad companies for the sake of abolitionist causes and land development. Though abolitionist
recruitment dwindled following the Civil War in the 1860s, immigrant aid societies and railroad
companies continued the agricultural push for farmer immigrants to settle on allocated “open”
lands in the Midwest and Western United States. For many Germans, agriculture was not the key
to economic success, as many immigrants settled in larger American cities. There was one
distinct group of Germans, though, whose sense of identity was bound to the soil. The Volga
Germans served as a German agricultural population in the Russian Volga region and had spent
the previous century migrating across Europe in pursuit of farmland. Having been recruited from
Germany to Russia for the purpose of agricultural production, the Volga German’s identity was
characterized by the land on which they worked.
Over the course of the nineteenth century, political and environmental conditions in
Russia began to change, prompting the Volga Germans to look to foreign lands with farming
potential. Luckily for the Volga Germans, this happened right as the 1862 Homestead Act was
passed in the United States. The federal government used this law to allocate what were deemed
as “open” lands for farmers to settle. Understanding the agricultural identity of the Volga

10

Germans, railroad companies sent recruiters to the Volga region to advertise the “abundant” and
“fertile” lands of the American Midwest, and propose employment contracts. Thousands of
Volga Germans began the journey to the United States in the early 1870s. However, they did not
travel to the United States directly from Russia; the Volga Germans left the Russian port of
Saratov for the German port of Hamburg, where they joined the masses of German immigrants
on the journey to the United States.
Because of their complicated, partly German identity, the immigration of the Volga
Germans to the American Midwest has often been engulfed into the larger narrative of German
immigration. However, Volga Germans were not entirely German; they were not simply Russian
or German, but uniquely Volga German. This identity as well as the political and environmental
histories of the Volga Germans distinguishes their immigration to the United States from the
immigration of Germans directly from Germany. In part, the recruiting processes of Germans
and Volga Germans were similar because of a mostly shared language. However, that is where
the similarities end as the Volga Germans had a cultural and environmental experience all their
own, which shaped the recruitment specifically designed for their immigration.
This chapter analyzes the recruitment of the Volga Germans to the American Midwest
during the mid-nineteenth century alongside the wide-scale recruitment of Germans. It will
address the question of how Volga German identity influenced the recruiting process, and how
this process compared to the recruitment of German immigrants directly from Germany. It
argues that the recruitment both groups employed similar tactics, yet were distinct processes in
terms of why each group was sought after.
Scholarship that has been written on the Volga German primarily consists of
comprehensive histories of the Volga German experience as an autonomous people. Fred Koch
11

and George J. Walters provided histories of the group as they struggled to remain sovereign
against what was called “Russification.” Koch analyzed the recruiting tactics that the Russian
administration implemented to entice German immigrants in the 1760s, and argued that
recruiting agents heavily distorted the reality of life in the Volga region. This analysis of
promotion can be connected to David Wrobel’s studies of boosterism in the American Midwest,
in which it was recognized that recruiting agents heavily distorted the environmental realities of
the American Midwest as well. In 1974, Richard Sallet analyzed Russian German settlements in
the United States, contextualizing Volga Germans and Mennonite groups among other foreign
groups migrating throughout the United States. Sallet’s contextualization was designed to
complicate the narrative of American immigration, and to argue that several ethnic groups
influenced each other. Perhaps the two most influential works in terms of my project, however,
are by Adolph Schock and Roger Bartlett, who analyzed the migrations of Volga Germans
throughout the globe. In 1964, historian Adolph Schock explained the migration of Germans and
eventually the Russian Germans in terms of “land hunger;” such land availability shaped German
emigration patterns to Russia and the United States during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Roger Bartlett complimented this in 1979 with an examination of the Russian
Empire’s interactions with foreigners, which promoted agriculture as a chief recruiting
initiative.7

7

Fred C. Koch, The Volga Germans in Russia and the Americas, From 1763 to the Present, (University Park: The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1977). George J. Walters, Wir Wollen Deutsche Bleiben: The Story of the
Volga Germans, (Kansas City, MO: Halcyon House Publishers, 1982). David M. Wrobel, Promised Lands:
Promotion, Memory, and the Creation of the American West, (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002).
Richard Sallet, Russian-German Settlements in the United States, (Fargo: North Dakota Institute for Regional
Studies, 1974). Adolph Schock, In Quest of Free Land, (The Netherlands: Royal VanGorcum Ltd., 1964). Roger
Bartlett, Human Capital: The Settlement of Foreigners in Russia 1762-1804, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1979).
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German immigration has been much more widely covered by historians, though the vast
amount of scholarship allows me to pull common themes as they relate to the Volga Germans.
Mack Walker analyzed the system of emigration out of Germany during the nineteenth century.
He also studied conditions in Germany that provided incentives for emigration, how Germans
responded to the mass emigration, and the impacts that such emigration had on German and
global politics. James Sigurd Lapham analyzed the German immigrant experience in New York
City and cultural, political, and religious struggles that were associated with life in a new
country. Lapham also analyzed how German culture persisted in immigrant communities in
various ways, thus blocking many immigrants from assimilating to American culture. Linda
Schelbitzki Pickle added to the study of German immigration by analyzing the experiences of
German women immigrants in the nineteenth century American Midwest. Pickle analyzed the
role of women in the German family unit both before and after migration, and how the family
dynamics were challenged by American cultural life. She also noted that immigrant communities
persisted to maintain their German identity, often prompting disconnect from the rest of
American society. Another aspect of German immigration during this period was the recruitment
of German immigrants during the turmoil of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act, as immigrant aid
societies sought to place German immigrants in Kansas who would vote to make it a free state.
Robert K. Sutton and Zachary Stuart Garrison analyzed the roles of immigrant aid societies in
political causes, and place Germans within these causes.8 These studies provide insight into the

8

Mack Walker, Germany and the Emigration, 1816-1885, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964). James
Sigurd Lapham, The German-Americans of New York City 1860-1890, (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Dissertation
Services, A Bell & Howell Company, 2000 reprint from 1977). Linda Schelbitzki Pickle, Contented Among
Strangers: Rural German-Speaking Women and Their Families in the Nineteenth-Century Midwest, (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1996). Robert K. Sutton, Stark Mad Abolitionists: Lawrence, Kansas, and the Battle
Over Slavery in the Civil War Era (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2017). Zachary Stuart Garrison, German
Americans on the Middle Border: From Antislavery to Reconciliation, 1830-1877 (Carbondale, IL.: Southern
Illinois University Press, 2020).
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extent that German immigrants involved themselves in American society following immigration,
which is useful to compare with Volga German immersion upon arrival in the Midwest.
My research branches into the work of each of these historians, though it furthers the
conversation by fitting these works together in the puzzle of Volga German immigration
recruitment. While work has been done on the Volga German reactions to recruiting tactics, my
use of German immigration, immigrant aid societies and land promotion allow for a deeper look
into the rationale of the recruiting agencies. In this way, I am able to analyze agency-established
recruitment systems and draw connections between the recruitment of Volga Germans and
German immigrants. This establishes the two processes as originating from the same vein, yet
branching out into two distinct yet parallel processes, following the shape of a wishbone.
This chapter begins with a discussion of the Volga Germans in Russia, and contextualize
their look to the Western Hemisphere within the context of a global network of migrations in the
mid-nineteenth century. The second section looks at immigrant recruiting in the 1850s,
particularly with the focus of emigrant aid societies on German immigrants. The New England
Emigrant Aid Company (NEEAC) papers and newspaper clippings establish the recruitment of
German immigrants for abolitionist and agricultural purposes, while Mennonite migrations to the
American Midwest during this period will be examined to propose the possibility of Volga
German migration during this time period. This is where the Colorado census showing that
Russian Germans were present in 1853 will be used to propose the possibility of these Russian
Germans being Volga Germans. It will be acknowledged that while it is possible that these
groups were Mennonites, the possibility remains that Volga Germans participated in these
migrations as well. The Mennonites and Volga Germans lived in similar regions of Russia and
moved to similar places in Kansas, so it is possible that Volga Germans got swept up in this
14

process as well but weren’t distinguishable; the Mennonites were more distinguishable since they
migrated as a large religious community, whereas the Volga Germans moved as family units.
This section also discusses the German establishments in Kansas that preceded large Volga
German establishments; the notion that Germans and Volga Germans both gravitated to Kansas
despite living in separate regions of the world supports my argument of their recruitment being
two distinct yet similar systems that were rooted in the same basic tactics.
The third section of this chapter analyzes German and Volga German recruitment in the
1870s. Recruitment posters that were used to directly recruit German immigrants as well as
posters and pamphlets directed toward Volga Germans will be analyzed to reveal similar trends
in recruitment tactics. One poster that is particularly useful is a poster from the Atchison, Topeka
& Santa Fe Railroad Company (ATSF) during the 1870s.9 This single poster provides several
valuable insights into the recruitment of both Germans and Volga Germans, and establishes the
parallel recruitment systems. For example, the poster named C. B. Schmidt as the German
general recruiting agent in Topeka, Kansas. This proved a direct appeal for German immigrants,
though this appeal to German immigrants was supplemented by information provided by the
Kansas Historical Society, which noted that C. B. Schmidt and his agents visited the Volga
Region directly to distribute posters such as this. Therefore, the recruiting tactics that had been
designed to recruit German immigrants were also used to recruit Volga Germans, despite the
regional separation of the two groups. C. B. Schmidt also wrote letters discussing the prospect of
“Russo-Germans” for Kansas farming, which demonstrated a direct link in the specialized
recruitment of Volga Germans as their own immigrant group. Once again, this established that
similar tactics were used to apply to both German and Volga German immigrants (same posters
Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, “Poster for lands in southwest Kansas,” circa 1870s, photograph, Kansas
Historical Society.
9
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in the same language), yet cultural distinctions between the groups such as regional placement
led to a split in those processes.
The ultimate goal of this chapter is to establish the separate yet parallel processes used to
recruit Volga German and German immigrants to the American Midwest. This research will
place the Volga German immigration within the context of larger German migrations, without
washing away the uniqueness of the Volga German experience. The structures that were put into
place in recruiting tactics were very similar, though Volga Germans were sought after for
different reasons from their German counterparts. For example, the Volga Germans and Germans
entered Atlantic American port cities from German ports such as Hamburg, and encountered
immigrant aid companies and railroad land agents quickly upon arrival. While some Germans
stayed in Atlantic cities such as New York City or Boston, others boarded trains and headed
westward. This is what the Volga Germans did as well. Another similarity is the German
gravitation to Kansas in the 1850s; twenty years later, Kansas was the hub of Volga German
immigration alongside additional German immigration in the 1870s. These Germans and Volga
Germans shared the common goal of farming for economic and physical prosperity, though the
advertisements set up some false expectations of what life in the American Midwest would truly
be like.
Regional and cultural differences between the German and Volga German immigrants
require such distinctions to be made when analyzing their recruitment to the United States.
Because of their unique identity as both Russian and German, the Volga Germans shared a
cultural identity that was different from their German counterparts. For example, the Volga
Germans primarily spoke German, but adopted Russian terminologies along the way that created
a language that uniquely blended both German and Russian. As this chapter will demonstrate,
16

recruiting agencies certainly made those distinctions, while still recognizing the elements of
“Germanness” that maintained some sort of connection between the groups. Therefore, this
chapter explores the recruitment of Germans and Volga Germans to the United States as a
wishbone process, starting from the same German vein, but then branching out into distinct yet
parallel recruiting patterns.

Prelude to War: Recruitment Before and During the Civil War
German migration to the United States dates back to the colonial era of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.10 However, the nineteenth century marked a distinct period of mass
migrations, with the middle of the century experiencing politically-charged immigration
recruitment in the United States surrounding the issue of slavery. The general anti-slavery
sentiment of German immigrants made them appealing to recruiting agencies that also held
political stakes, such as the abolitionist New England Emigrant Aid Company. Though the
involvement of German immigrants with the politics of American slavery is not the topic of this
paper, the politics created a vessel that allowed immigration agencies that dealt with German
immigrants from the 1830s to the 1860s to tap into Volga German recruitment largely in the
1870s.
The 1830s saw an increase in German migration as a response to the economic crisis of
post-revolutionary Europe. As Zachary Stuart Garrison argued, many Germans migrated to the
10

In Becoming German: The 1709 Palatine Migration to New York, Philip Otterness examined how rumors spread
through the Holy Roman Empire of prosperous life in English colonial America. This ultimately led to an influx of
German migrations to London, in hopes for passage to New York. Otterness noted, however, that the Palatine
experience in the colonies was not as it had been rumored, and the group struggled to ever find their promised land.
Farley Ward Grubb also analyzed German migrations and experiences in colonial America in German Immigration
and Servitude in America, 1709-1920, and established the period between 1709 and 1835 as the foundation to
German immigration in America.

17

United States in pursuit of liberal ideology, which promoted individual freedoms and economic
pursuits.11 This was not the only factor at play, however, as pursuit of farmland had incentivized
Germans to work American land since the colonial era. While pre-1830s German migration was
determined by servitude contracts fulfilled in the host country, the 1830s saw a shift as Germans
migrated in pursuit of agriculture. “The period from 1835 to 1914 was the era of mass migration.
The journey became less arduous and dangerous. It also became considerably cheaper, both in
terms of time and money spent…” noted Farley Ward Grubb. “After 1835, America was no
longer a sideshow, but instead became the primary destination for German emigrants.”12 While
this certainly was the case for immigrants directly from Germany, the United States also became
the primary destination for Russian Germans seeking to move out of the Russian steppes.
The 1830s saw a major phase of German immigration in pursuit of agriculture,
particularly following the publication of Gottfried Duden’s work advertising prosperous farming
in Missouri.13 Immigrant aid societies had existed for decades, though the 1830s saw the
resurgence of immigrant aid societies following the decline of indentured servitude.14 Germans
were now paying their own way to the United States and focusing on building their own
fortunes, rather than depending on contractors and societies to pay for travel and arrange
working conditions. Such a shift required immigrant aid societies to adjust advertising tactics,
which met success with the advertisement of farmland throughout the American Midwest and
“expanding” West. One such society was Texas’s Nationalverein für deutsche Auswanderung
und Ansiedlung, or the National Association for German Emigration and Settlement, also known
as the Verein. The Verein, and several others like it throughout the United States played an
11
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important role in utilizing land allotments to promote German immigration to the United States
in the 1830s and 1840s.
The 1850s saw a major uptick in German immigration, supported by German
transportation lines and emigrant aid companies that promoted travel to the United States.
Raymond Cohn and Simone Wegge reported that while there were 57,500 Germans that
immigrated to the United States in 1846, there were 215,000 in 1854.15 Analyzing German
emigration advertisements, Cohn and Wegge noticed that the majority of advertisements came
out of Bremen and Hamburg, and advertised direct passage to New York City in the 1840s and
1850s.16 The Hamburg-American Line was one of the most successful steamship lines during the
nineteenth century, and partnered with emigrant aid societies to form newspapers, such as the
Deutsche Auswanderer-Zeitung, or the German Emigrants Newspaper. The newspapers
distributed a portfolio of emigration posters and advertisements of impressive ships protected by
divine-like figures during their travels. They also attempted to appeal to different types of
Germans, as travel and cultural guides were made for women, families, and farmers migrating to
the United States. The Hamburg-American Line, German emigrant aid companies, and American
immigrant aid societies such as the Verein each worked to ensure successful and pleasant
German migration experiences. Chain migrations were fostered by German immigrants who had
arrived in the United States, and their correspondence with friends and family back in Germany
that were considering the move; for these migration companies, adequate promotion and
streamlined network processes were crucial. However, the Verein and other societies faced a
new challenge with the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854.
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Migration advertisements underwent aesthetic changes during the 1850s to align with
American political events and recruit immigrants that would involve themselves in local politics,
which meant that advertisements directed for German immigrants shifted from the English
language to German. The passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act directly prompted a stylistic
change in immigration recruitment, as anti-slavery recruiting agencies revitalized political
pressures to incentivize immigration. Germans were specifically sought out because of their antislavery sentiment, which stemmed from German liberal ideologies. Posters were also written in
German in a direct appeal to attract more German immigrants, which was a major change in the
aesthetic of recruitment posters. Throughout American government and society, the 1850s saw a
shift from the emphasis of the English language, to what La Vern Rippley called the recognition
of “Teutonic influence in Middle America.”17 As a result, American politicians and officials,
including Abraham Lincoln, attempted to learn German and utilize the language in business
endeavors. This would certainly apply to immigration tactics as well, through the circulation of
German-language advertisements. This brought several advantages to recruiting agencies, as the
advertisements could then be distributed throughout German-speaking regions.
The Kansas-Nebraska Act gave rise to a Boston-based immigrant aid society, the New
England Emigrant Aid Company (NEEAC). Though the NEEAC often stated that they did not
have political incentive, the company’s records reveal that they promoted the migration of
Germans to Kansas and the American Midwest for abolitionist causes. On August 6, 1855, W.S.
Butler wrote a letter to the NEEAC, urging the company to give attention to “the importance of
directing the German emigrants arriving in this city of New York to Kanzas. From a long
acquaintance with them in New York…I believe a value and large addition might be made
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to…free state…of Kanzas from their numbers.”18 Throughout the 1850s, German immigrants
showed large interest in cooperating with the NEEAC. In a September 23, 1854 letter to Eli
Thayer, A. Ostreicher wrote of his “Kanzas association” that “although the majority of our
members are German by birth or descent, we all regret…and detest slavery as one of the most
direful plagues of this our adopted country, and we are determined therefore, to exert all our
influence, power, and means for the mediation of this great evil in general and especially for its
exclusion as far as possible from Kansas Territory.”19 It has been long acknowledged in historical
scholarship that the Germans largely held anti-slavery beliefs. However, the records of the
NEEAC are significant for their direct interest in German immigrants.
Francis Serenbetz, a German minister, played an active role in recruiting German
immigrants to form anti-slavery communities throughout Kansas in conjunction with the
NEEAC. In a March 14, 1857 letter to NEEAC member Edward Everett Hale, Serenbetz wrote
of his German congregation who “are to be the nucleus of a congregation or a Christian
community in Kansas, which, I doubt not, will soon increase to a hundred families” of both
mechanics and farmers.20 In that same letter, Serenbetz added that the group’s “political creed is:
Free Kansas.” Serenbetz even included a preamble written by the congregation, which devoted
itself to “republican principles being from their very nature antislavery,” with the intention of
forming a religious community of farmers. The NEEAC’s records reveal conversations about the
“usefulness” of German emigration for the anti-slavery cause. Most of these Germans had
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entered the United States through New York, indicating that they most likely departed Europe
via Hamburg or Bremen.
Not all German immigrants came directly from the Germanic region, however; German
Mennonites traveled to the United States via Hamburg during this same time period. Mennonite
groups had been present in the United States dating back to the colonial era, and other groups
remained in Prussia, evidence of a much larger and more complex global history of the
Mennonite peoples. Another group of Mennonites moved to Russia following Tsarina Catherine
II’s 1763 invitation for foreigners to settle unpopulated areas. The Mennonites were particularly
interested in military exemption and religious freedom, in addition to the ability to negotiate with
the Russian administration for further privileges. The Mennonites moved to Russia, alongside the
group that became known as Volga Germans. Whereas the Mennonites settled in the Black Sea
region and in the southern Russian tip that now comprises Ukraine, the Volga Germans settled
along the Volga River. The Volga Germans also established religious denominational settlements
throughout the Volga, though they were not necessarily identified as a religious community such
as the Mennonites.21 The Mennonites and Volga Germans shared cultural and political
similarities, as they had been recruited to the Russian Empire under the same contracts, and
maintained relationships with the Russian administration as autonomous peoples. This autonomy
resulted in the formation of a unique identity that was not entirely German, but not entirely
Russian either. Throughout the nineteenth century, however, the autonomy of the Russian
21

This is not to say that religion was not a large part of Volga German identity, as Volga Germans had rigid
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Germans was continuously challenged, and political and religious exemptions were
systematically revoked. Following religious discord in the 1840s up through the 1860s,
Mennonites looked to the United States for religious sanctuary. Mennonites followed a similar
migration pattern as Germans directly from Germany, and interacted with immigration
companies to migrate westward to Kansas, the Dakotas, Colorado, California and Washington.
Colorado census information reveals that Russian Germans had been present in the state as early
as 1853, placing them in the United States during the turmoil of the Kansas-Nebraska Act.22
The abolitionist sentiments of recruiting advertisements continued into the Civil War, as
Germans generally held abolitionist viewpoints. German immigrants struggled to navigate the
political landscape of the United States, particularly as sectionalism crossed party and
geographic lines. Because of their agreement with previous Jacksonian policies, many Germans
had aligned with the Democrats. However, following the formation of the Republican party,
German immigrants struggled to find which party platform they aligned with; this led to strife
within the immigrant population.23 Over 200,000 German immigrants served in the Union army,
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though this was not without additional divide between the German and Mennonite groups.
Rooted in their religious doctrine, Mennonites held largely anti-slavery views, though they
largely refrained from wholly identifying with any particular cause. Whereas Germans were
willing to join the Union (and in some instances Confederate) fight, the Mennonites in both the
North and South “were committed to a Christian ethic of paciﬁst nonresistance,” that posed the
uncomfortable question of how to respond to the Civil War.24 According to James Lehman and
Steven Nolt, some Mennonites managed to gain legal exemption from military service by
justification of religious cause. However, other Mennonites defied their pacifist principles to join
the cause of either the Union or the Confederacy. This separated the recruitment of Mennonite
groups from the recruitment of German immigrants, since some Germans were handed weapons
immediately upon arrival in the United States and sent to war for the Union cause. For the most
part, this was not possible with the Mennonites, so immigration of Mennonites during the Civil
War was not as substantial.
The 1860s, particularly in the years of the Civil War, did not witness such significant
influxes of migration as the 1850s and 1870s; however, the 1862 Homestead Act paved the way
for the resumption of large-scale German migration and Volga German migration in the 1870s.
Following the Homestead Act, immigration recruitments advertised government-opened lands to
incentivize farming. This was significant to Germans and Volga Germans alike, as their lives in
the late 1850s and 1860s when it became politically and economically beneficial to do so (5). German immigrants
found acceptance among abolitionists in the United States, which helped them feel that they belonged in their new
home. In order to keep that acceptance, they continued voicing anti-slavery attitudes as a way to combat nativism.
Zachary Stuart Garrison added to the complexity of the discussion, arguing that the ideological alignment with antislavery platforms resulted from previous experiences in Europe. German liberal thinking promoted ideas that
aligned with American anti-slavery platforms, and the experience with fragmented states in Europe resulted in the
immigrants’ dissidence toward Southern secession. James Lehman and Steven Nolt examined Mennonite responses
to slavery and the Civil War in Mennonites, Amish, and the American Civil War, (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2007). While Lehman and Nolt examined responses that were rooted in religious doctrine
rather than views specifically held by German Mennonites, their examination spoke to the pressure that Mennonite
groups faced in balancing their faith and political pressures.
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Europe were being challenged with famine and crop failures. As a result, the Homestead Act
seemed to be perfect timing for the German and Volga German farmers looking for better
agricultural conditions. The Homestead Act also incentivized family migration, which provided a
shift away from previous migration patterns of single men, or instances of some family members
migrating first and working to pay the passage of the remaining family members left in Europe.
Given the strong family units of both Germans and Volga Germans, the family migrations
promoted by the Homestead Act were a large deciding factor in immigration. This is supported
by Linda Shelbitzki Pickle, who noted that the vast majority of German-speaking immigrants
(both Germans and Russian Germans) that moved to the Midwest during the nineteenth century
migrated as family units.25

Homesteading into the 1870s
Following the passage of the Homestead Act, railroad companies and immigrant aid
societies received grants to land allotments, which gave rise to the railroad companies as
powerful recruiting agents. Railroad companies utilized German-language advertisements to
entice both Germans and Russian Germans to migrate to the American Midwest. One such
example is of C. B. Schmidt, who worked with the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad
(ATSF). Schmidt, who came from a German background himself, was assigned as the German
general agent to the ATSF, overseeing German immigration recruitment. Schmidt exemplifies
the wishbone process of German and Volga German immigration recruitment, as the foundation
to the recruitment was the German language. Posters were then taken to Hamburg and
throughout the Germanic region to recruit German immigration. However, the recruitment of the
25
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Volga Germans was where the recruitment processes branched off. The same posters, in the
same German language, were then transported to the Volga region of Russia in the early 1870s.26
The ATSF received an overwhelming response from Russian Germans, which was
significantly larger than the response from German immigrants. Because the two groups saw the
same posters in the same language, why was the Russian Germans response so much greater? It
is ultimately my argument that the recruitment of Russian Germans was more successful because
of land representation that resonated with Russian German agricultural identity, though that is
explored more in chapter two. What is significant about the ATSF interactions with these groups,
though, is that the interactions were occurring at the same time, and the ATSF was making the
distinction between Germans and Russian Germans. In letters written by C. B. Schmidt,
immigrants were discussed in categories of “Germans” and “Russo-Germans,” though these
breakdowns will receive more attention in chapter two with direct analysis of the ATSF’s
interactions with Russian Germans. However, the distinctions made between Germans and
Russian Germans supports the argument that despite the recruitment of Germans and Volga
Germans originating from the same vein, the two groups had recruitment processes that were
ultimately different but ran parallel to each other.
Migration numbers jumped in the 1870s following the retraction of Russia’s military
exemption, and the Russian Mennonites joined their Volga German counterparts en route to the
United States. Historian James Urry noted that so many Mennonites began looking to the United
States, that the Russian administration feared that the Empire would lose its entire Mennonite
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population.27 As a result, a compromise was met where Mennonite men still faced the possibility
of military service, but received non-combative assignments. Many Mennonites were not
satisfied with this “compromise,” as the initial privilege of military exemption was still violated.
Though the implementation of non-combative assignments allowed for some Mennonites to
remain in Russia and serve peacefully in the military, most Mennonites continued with their
emigration. Along with the Mennonites, the Volga Germans left Russia through the Saratov port,
where they joined larger masses of Germans in Hamburg or Bremen to depart to the United
States.
While some Volga Germans and Mennonites resettled in Germany upon arrival in
Hamburg or Bremen, most continued the journey alongside Germans from Hamburg to the
United States. Anne Sibert Buiter noted that prior to World War I, most immigrants who left
Russia passed through Hamburg to get to the United States; this provided another connection
between Russian Germans and Germans, as they boarded the same ships in Hamburg for the
United States.28 After their experience in Russia, one could be inclined to assume that the Volga
Germans largely returned to Germany. However, with economic depression in the early 1870s,
Germany did not seem to present the economic opportunity that the United States did. Buiter also
argued that Russian Germans were not welcome in Germany unless they boarded the German
transportation lines.29 This indicates that Germans clearly distinguished between themselves and
their Russian German counterparts, and that the Russian Germans were not viewed as Germans.
From an American standpoint, it is questionable how well Americans were able to distinguish
between Germans and Russian Germans, or to further complicate matters: Germans, Mennonites,
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and Volga Germans. However, it is known that Volga Germans joined the mix of Mennonites
and Germans that immigrated to the United States in the 1870s. Though a small number in
comparison, roughly 10,000 Volga Germans joined the 600,000 Prussians from Hamburg and
Bremen to the United States primarily through New York.30
The German and Russian German migrations ran parallel once more with the
transportation from Germany to the United States. Up to this point, the German and Volga
German migration processes had been strikingly similar as they interacted with the same
recruiting agencies in Europe, were shown the same advertisements, had been convinced to
migrate to the United States, and transported aboard steamships from Germany to the United
States, where they largely entered through New York ports. For the Germans and Volga
Germans that settled in Midwestern states, the parallel processes continued as large German and
Volga German communities settled in Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas. However, an analysis
of individual communities reveals that post-settlement life resulted in further disconnect between
the two immigrant groups as the groups chose to reside in different towns with different
communal practices.
Volga Germans, Mennonites, and other groups of Russian Germans arrived in Oklahoma,
Nebraska, Kansas, and other Midwest states and formed communities shaped by their unique
cultural identity. In Russia, the political and cultural sovereignty and alienation from greater
Russian society led to a strengthened sense of a unique Volga German identity that was not
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inherently German nor Russian. Because of this, Volga German communities tended to culturally
isolate themselves from their German neighbors. In her studies of German-speaking immigrants
in the nineteenth century American Midwest, Linda Schelbitzki Pickle argued that “Close-knit
settlements like those of the Germans from Russia, who immigrated in groups and had an already
developed sense of shared identity, were able to maintain structures and institutions that helped
shield them from the necessity of adapting completely and quickly to Anglo-American culture
and society.”31 The connectedness among Volga German communities and sense of unique
identity led to a further disconnect from Germans and other immigrant groups.
One major difference between Germans and Volga Germans was that while German
immigrants worked in a variety of both industrial and agricultural environments, Volga Germans
were primarily agricultural. This meant that some Germans remained in Atlantic cities such as
New York in pursuit of more urban and artisan positions, while others pursued agriculture in the
American Midwest and West. Volga Germans, on the other hand, were predominantly
agricultural peoples, thus having the largest concentrations in rural environments where they
could own and work farmland. Some Volga Germans ended up in Atlantic cities, such as
Newark, New Jersey. However, most of these families had planned to go to Kansas but remained
in New Jersey due to financial shortages.32 The strongest connection between Volga Germans
and Germans in the United States existed among agricultural immigrant groups, who had been
exposed to the same recruiting advertisements that depicted the agricultural Midwest.33
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Scholarship has recognized that the Russian Germans were disconnected from German
immigrants and American society because of their conservative communal norms. However, this
statement was not universally true, as the Volga Germans and Mennonites quickly asserted
themselves alongside German immigrants in the American political process. In 1876, the Daily
Press and Dakotaian in Yankton of the Dakota Territory documented that the “German-Russians
of Bon Homme county rallied…and held one of the most enthusiastic meetings on record in the
political history of this county.”34 It was also recognized that along with their German
counterparts, the German-Russians enthusiastically supported the Republican Party. GermanRussians immersed themselves into their local communities, at least enough to allow local
newspapers to make the distinctions between them and their German counterparts. But this
instance is evidence that despite cultural differences, Volga Germans and Germans shared
common bonds in the 1870s, and quickly adapted to American culture in such a manner that
allowed for their involvement in local politics.
The Volga Germans also had a degree of disconnect from the Mennonites, as the two
groups resided in nearby yet different towns. This was largely the result of religious differences,
as the Mennonites formed communities based on religious affiliation and were separated from
Volga German Protestant and Catholic communities. Norman Saul argued that religion continued
to influence Russian-German migration patterns, as the Mennonites and Volga Germans
respectively settled in portions of the Midwest that corresponded with their religious
affiliations.35 For example, both Mennonites and Volga Germans largely settled throughout
Kansas. However, Mennonites largely settled in McPherson County, whereas Volga Germans
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settled in Ellis County. Though this led to some disconnect, the two groups were still largely
united by their unique identity as Russian Germans.
Ultimately, the Volga Germans and Mennonites shared a bond through their unique
Russian German identity that was shared only by the two groups. This separation from German
immigrants automatically drew the Volga Germans and Mennonites together through their
shared experiences in Russia. However, whereas the Russian German Mennonites had religious
connections to other Mennonite groups, the Volga Germans did not have such connections that
spanned immigrant groups.

Conclusion
Examination of the immigration recruitment of these groups indicates that the Germans
and Russian Germans had recruitment processes that originated from the same vein but then
separated to become distinct yet parallel processes, following the shape of a wishbone. Such an
examination allows one to better contextualize Russian German immigration as a separate
process from German immigration, rather than a part of it as most scholarship has described.
Starting at the base of the wishbone allows one to draw similarities in the trends of German and
Russian German immigration recruitment, as linguistic similarities allowed for posters written in
German to be distributed both throughout Germany and in the Volga and Black Sea regions of
Russia. However, the wishbone begins to branch out with the German and Russian German
responses to such recruiting efforts.
Germans had been responding to the recruiting efforts essentially since the American
colonial period, when Germans arrived as indentured servants in the seventeenth and eighteenth
31

centuries. However, the immigration of the nineteenth century marked a new period in German
immigration, as farmers flocked to the Midwest, artisans settled in Atlantic port cities, and
recruiting agencies were revitalized with policies in the antebellum and Civil War period that
recharged the politics of immigration. The 1830s and 1840s saw an uptick of German
immigration, as the Dreissigers (the name given to German immigrants of the 1830s) and FortyEighters largely pursued anti-slavery causes, and recruited other Germans to do the same.
However, immigration was revitalized in the 1850s with the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska
Act. German immigrants were increasingly sought after by immigrant aid societies, such as the
New England Emigrant Aid Company, which sought to send immigrants to Kansas and vote for
the state to be free.
Understanding the political and religious affiliations of the Germans during the 1830s to
the 1850s allows one to examine the migration of the Russian German Mennonites, who
migrated alongside Germans during this time. Though the Mennonites did not immerse
themselves as deeply into the conflict over slavery, their very presence opens doors for
connections to be made with the Volga Germans, and the possibility of Volga German
immigration during this time as well. However, one cannot fully understand the possibility of
Volga German immigration unless they continue tracing the wishbone branches to the German
and Russian German responses to immigration recruitment of the 1870s, and use the established
trends of the 1870s to draw connections to the German immigration of the 1840s and 1850s.36
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In drawing connections between the 1850s German anti-slavery movement and the 1870s recruitment of the
Volga Germans, Henry Villard provides a direct intersection. Originally from Bavaria, Villard moved to the United
States in the 1850s and worked for a variety of German-American and American newspaper companies. Villard was
also a stark abolitionist, was friends with William Lloyd Garrison, and even married the famed abolitionist’s
daughter. In the 1870s, Villard got involved with railroad development, helped develop railway connections between
Oregon and Washington, and became president of the Northern Pacific Railroad in the 1880s. The railroads that
Villard directed were the same railroads that brought Volga Germans to the Pacific Northwest in the 1870s and
1880s. Villard, a German abolitionist of the 1850s, saw the prospect of Volga German immigration in the 1870s and
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The wishbone of German and Russian German recruitment began to branch out in the
1870s, with an analysis of the immigrants’ responses to the advertisements from the American
Midwest. Though the posters were in German, geographic differences required recruiting
agencies to distribute posters in Germany for Germans, and extend to Russia in order to recruit
Volga Germans and Mennonites. For example, C. B. Schmidt and the Atchison, Topeka, and
Santa Fe Railway Company that went to Hamburg, then to the Volga region for Volga Germans,
and the Black Sea region to appeal to Mennonites. This implies that the ATSF recognized these
different groups, yet continued to see the advantage of enticing each group. Certainly, the factors
that appealed to the Germans would not be identical to the factors that appealed to the Volga
Germans or even the Mennonites, since they each had unique situational factors. Whereas
Germans were mostly economically motivated, Volga Germans and Mennonites were pursuit of
economic stability partnered with agricultural independence, and political and religious
sovereignty. These motivating factors required adaptation on behalf of the recruiting agency,
with an ability to adjust the pull factors for each group. Judging the magnitude in which Volga
Germans and Mennonites responded to these recruiting efforts, it would be reasonable to argue
that the tactical efforts to draw immigrants were largely successful.
For the Volga Germans, it is possible that these efforts were so successful because the
recruitments played on Volga German identity that was bound to the land. As the next chapter
will demonstrate, the recruiting agencies advertised the American Midwest in ways that
undoubtedly appealed to the Volga German farmers, as land was represented as open and wild,

utilized railroad development to bring the farmers to Oregon and Washington. Once again, the 1850s and the 1870s
intersected, with the Volga Germans at the center. For more information on Villard and the Volga Germans, the
Oregon Historical Society’s project “Oregon Encyclopedia” contains research from Villard’s memoirs.
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waiting to be tamed by the farmer willing to answer the call for settlement. As the Volga
Germans migrated around the globe, so did their pursuit of workable farmland.
This chapter was recontextualized movements of the Volga Germans within a series of
global migration patterns, and move away from the scholarship that focuses on the experiences
of Volga Germans as entirely isolated events. Though the Volga German experience was
certainly unique, it branched out from larger trends in German immigration and spoke to larger
patterns in global history. However, it is also important not to lose the significance of the Volga
German experience within the narrative of German history; the Volga German story presents a
complex study of an autonomous peoples that had lineage tracing back to Germany, but did not
inherently view themselves as German or Russian. Instead, they were uniquely Volga German,
and this identity followed them across the globe. This identity separated them from Germans,
Russians, and even the German Russian Mennonites, as they developed their own cultural norms
and agricultural identity. Recruiting agencies clearly recognized common threads between
Germans and Russian Germans such as their shared use of the German language, yet made
distinctions between German immigrants and their Russian German counterparts that influenced
recruiting tactics. Therefore, it is important to contextualize the Volga German story within the
global migration patterns of the nineteenth century not only because of the connections to
German migration, but because of their unique identity that complicated immigration recruitment
of the mid-to-late nineteenth century.
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Chapter Two
Chasing Paradise: Land Representation in Russian and American
Immigration Recruitment of the Volga Germans, 1763-1900

Figure 1: Southwest Kansas Lands poster
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Introduction
“The best thing in the West,” began a Kansas land advertisement, “is the Atchison,
Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad Lands in Southwest Kansas.” Thus reads the 1870s poster from the
Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad Company that was designed to draw immigrant farmers
to Kansas.37 In advertising the quality of the land, the poster promised “good soil for wheat, corn
and fruit. The best stock country in the world.” Following the Homestead Act of 1862,
immigrant aid societies and railroad companies promoted immigration to the American Midwest,
using the selling point of “open” and “fertile” lands. Part of this recruiting scheme, the Kansas
poster promoted the prairies and woodlands of southwestern Kansas as unclaimed sources of
wealth. This was evident in the poster’s transition from “a start in the prairie,” or “a start in the
woods,” to the same landscapes after years of human “work and profit.” Such worked landscapes
were deforested and redesigned for cultivation to suit the farmer’s pursuits of wealth. The poster
also boasted “temperate climate, excellent health, pure and abundant water,” in an effort to
convince the immigrant to decide to relocate to Kansas in pursuit of both economic and physical
well-being. Particularly of interest in this poster, however, was the directive to C. B. Schmidt as
the German general for the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad Company. The directive
was written in German, evidence of its appeal to German immigrants. Schmidt competed
alongside recruiting agents from various companies to draw German farmers to the American
Midwest in the mid-nineteenth century.
One population that was specifically targeted by these companies was a group of
Germans living in Russia’s Volga region, known generally as “Russian Germans,” or “Volga
37
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Germans” more specifically. The Volga Germans were mostly farmers, and had been recruited to
migrate from the Germanic region to Russia for agricultural purposes during the late eighteenth
century. The Russian administration sought after these Germans for their farming skills and
potential to contribute to the Empire’s food supply. Promises were made of fertile lands,
religious freedom and exemption of military service, which proved very attractive to the
Germans. However, the Volga German experience was not as it had been advertised, and Volga
Germans began looking for other farming opportunities outside of Russia during the midnineteenth century. Fortunately for the Volga Germans, advertisements from the “open” and
“fertile” American Midwest came just at the time that large populations of Volga Germans were
looking to leave the Russian steppe. As a result, the 1870s and 1890s saw two large migrations
of Volga Germans to the American Midwest in pursuit of farming opportunities. Once the Volga
Germans arrived in the Midwest, however, they were placed in a perpetual struggle between the
land, environment, and sponsorship companies. False advertisements once again inspired their
movements across the globe.
A constant factor of the Volga German story is the representation of the land and agroenvironment as a seemingly inexhaustible resource. While this is not unique to the Volga
Germans, there is value in noting that this trend followed them from Germany to Russia, and
from Russia to the United States through the use of immigration recruiting advertisements. In
both Russia and in the United States, lands were advertised as “temperate,” “abundant,” and
“fertile” for agricultural production. What the advertisements failed to capture, however, was
climatic struggle that challenged agricultural production, resulting in economic hardship. Twice,
in places across the globe over the span of one hundred years, false immigration advertisements
placed the Volga Germans in a conflict with the land for both physical and economic prosperity.
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Examining these recruiting processes allow for a transnational examination of the ways in which
the land was represented in immigration recruitment, and how these advertisements influenced
Volga German migration and agricultural patterns. This is a study of the representation of the
land in immigration advertisements that were used to recruit Germans to Russia, and Volga
Germans to the American Midwest. This study will reveal striking similarities in both Russian
and American recruiting advertisements of inexhaustible lands, partnered with administrative
agricultural quotas to exhaust the lands that Volga Germans worked on. While Volga Germans
exhausted the land, such exhaustion was largely the result of false expectations established by
promotional advertisements and administrative oversight, making recruiting agencies actors
alongside the Volga Germans in this story of land exhaustion. It must be acknowledged that
neither the Volga Germans, recruiters, or the advertisements singlehandedly resulted in the
exhaustion of lands; rather, each of these entities interacted with the others to collectively result
in land exhaustion. It must also be doubted that such exhaustion was intentional, but instead was
the result of both environmental, economic, and political demands that were placed upon the
Volga German farmers. This interaction with the land makes the Volga Germans a prime subject
for transnational, western, and environmental histories.
The Russian Germans seem to be a rich source for environmental history, though there is
a scarce amount of scholarship that actually places Volga Germans within environmental history.
In 1964, historian Adolph Schock explained the migration of Germans and eventually the
Russian Germans in terms of “land hunger;” such land availability shaped German emigration
patterns to the United States and Russia during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.38 In
1977, Fred Koch supported Schock’s notion and placed the Volga Germans in a relentless
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environmental struggle from their arrival in Russia to their settlement in the United States.39 In
1979, historian Roger Bartlett analyzed the Russian administration’s system of immigrant
recruitment, and noted the environmental theme of land exploitation present within Russian
propaganda. While Bartlett acknowledged the presence of German immigrants, the focus of the
work was on the Russian administration’s process of recruiting immigration. Historian James W.
Long wrote extensively on the Russian Germans, and wrote an agricultural history of the
German colonies in the Novouzensk District, which was on the eastern edge of the Volga
region.40 While Schock and Koch attributed Russian German identity to their connection with
land, Long analyzed the deterioration of the local agro-environment as a result of exploitative
agricultural practices. Long’s history only examined the extent of this in Russia, though, which
presents an opportunity to draw transnational connections to the Russian German agricultural
practices in both Russia and in the United States.
As for Russian German agriculture in the United States, most of the scholarship is
centered around the events of the 1930s Dust Bowl throughout the American Midwest. Historian
Donald Worster and author Timothy Egan provided environmental and cultural histories
surrounding the events of the Dust Bowl, emphasizing the experiences of the farmers associated
with the events. Such works reveal that Russian Germans comprised a large portion of this
population, thus filling in the later American component to Russian German agricultural
practices.41 However, there is little scholarship that established Russian German connections to
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agriculture in the decades leading up to the 1930s. This gap presents an opportunity to compare
trends in the Russian land advertisements in the 1760s with American Midwest land
advertisements in the 1870s and use such advertisements to contextualize the Dust Bowl.
Scholarship has established that land was remarkably connected to Russian German
identity, yet the land remains restricted in that sense; the tool of advertising open lands to
German immigrants for agricultural purposes can further explain the ways in which Volga
Germans interacted with the land and reaped certain results. A transnational examination of land
representation moves the story beyond isolated events, and explains a land perception that
followed Volga Germans across the globe. This paper will demonstrate that such ideas were
shaped by recruiting advertisements and administrative pressures and then challenged by
different environmental realities. To better understand these challenges, letters and posters from
recruiting agencies will be compared to letters from Volga Germans that document the
discrepancies. Such sources will show that the alternate realities were recognized by the Volga
Germans, though economic and physical pressures forced them to continue exhausting the land.
In both Russia and in the United States, Volga Germans were recruited with the expectation of
heavily farming the land to obtain economic and physical well-being, in addition to meeting
administrative requirements and conditions of immigration. In order for this recruitment to prove
successful, the sponsoring agency had to understand the role that the land played in the Volga
Germans’ lives. To contextualize the recruitment of Germans to Russia and the effectiveness of
United States in Family, Church, and Market: A Mennonite Community in the Old and the New Worlds, 1850-1930
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993). Linda Schelbitzki Pickle analyzed German-speaking women in the
nineteenth century American Midwest, and analyzed Mennonite families among Volga Germans and other Russian
German groups in Contented Among Strangers: Rural German-Speaking Women and Their Families in the
Nineteenth-Century Midwest (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996). La Vern Rippley provided a history of
German immigrants in America from the colonial period through the Second World War, and placed Mennonite
populations within the context of other German immigrant groups in The German-Americans (Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1976).

40

land representation, it is important to first understand cultural and political conditions in the
Germanic region leading up to such recruitments.

From Germany to Russia
Political and religious wars throughout the eighteenth century left the Germanic region
impoverished and heavily divided; such impoverishment in the late seventeenth century and
early eighteenth century prompted many Germanic peasant farmers to leave, marking the start of
large emigration patterns. The situation was worsened by the Seven Years’ War from 1756 to
1763, which left the Germanic region heavily indebted and lacking basic commodities. “There
was no shortage of poor and unhappy people after the war,” writes historian George J. Walters.
“Conditions were ripe for emigration.”42 For many of these Germans, Catherine II of Russia’s
1762 manifesto could seem like a miracle. The manifesto established a colonization program in
the more sparsely populated regions of Russia, with the largest motivators being population
buffers and economic stimulation from agriculture. These reasons were not unique to Russia, as
much of war-torn Europe faced population decentralization and economic recession. However,
Russia was in a unique position with sparse population density and, as Catherine II viewed it,
abundant and open lands.43 As a result, the Russian Chancellery of Guardianship of Foreigners
worked with Catherine to promote immigration to Russia with two manifestos.
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The 1762 manifesto was followed by a second manifesto in 1763, which was designed to
more directly appeal to Europeans affected by the strenuous previous decades. The manifesto
promised religious freedom, tax and military exemptions, and political sovereignty, which
proved intriguing to the peasant farmers of war-torn Europe. The manifesto was printed and
distributed throughout Europe, with emphasis on German-speaking lands; the intentionality of
this emphasis, however, remains up to scholarly debate. Generally, the story has been told that
Catherine II focused on the Germanic region given her own Germanic family background.
Christopher Lovett noted that Catherine sent German delegations to “hasten German emigration
and to bypass restrictions placed on German settlers. The delegation offered additional
enticements, including promises of free transportation and travel allotments.”44 Roger Bartlett
argued that situational factors played a larger role, noting that “the field for effective legal
recruitment in Europe was limited largely to the free cities and states, particularly of southern
and western Germany, where such laws did not exist.” France and Spain banned the Manifesto
from being distributed due to an emigration crisis that was already occurring. Given that
manifestos were sent to other places such as London and Constantinople, “the predominance of
Germans among the early colonists was overwhelmingly the result of conditions and
circumstances in Europe, rather than of the predilections or policies of Catherine and her
ministers.”45 It is possible that Catherine had personal interests in recruiting Germanic peoples to
Russia, but situational factors in Europe also resulted in the unintentional focus on Germanic
peoples.
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Another major facet of the manifesto, though, was the availability of land for
development. The language of the manifesto indicated that large amounts of land “still lie
unimproved that could be employed with lucrative ease for a most productive settlement and
occupation by mankind, most of which regions conceal within their depths an inexhaustible
wealth of multifarious precious ores and metals.” The manifesto continued that the lands “are
richly endowed with forests, rivers, seas, and oceans convenient for trade, so they are also
exceptionally well adapted for the establishment and growth of many types of mills, factories,
and various other plants.”46 The Russian government even sponsored the financing and
distribution of equipment and livestock for new immigrants. Another interesting aspect of the
manifesto was the promise of “productive” land, regardless of an immigrant’s choice of
occupation. Whether it be the development of factories, mills, or farms, Catherine II made it
clear that the land would be fruitful and would meet the needs of the foreigner to achieve a life of
economic prosperity. 47
Private recruiters worked in contract with the Chancellery of Guardianship of Foreigners,
which had administrative oversight over foreign immigration, for incentives of money or land
proportional to the number of settlers recruited. Germans, Frenchmen, and others of various
backgrounds and economic standings served as recruiters, such as George Trappe of the
Germanic region. Trappe was allotted land near Narva in northwestern Russia, and was under an
agreement that failure to meet his quota of 60 recruited families would result in expulsion from
the region. Trappe did not meet the quota, as noted in a 1798 letter “Having constructed in
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addition forty and four buildings great and small intended for 28 German families whom I had
brought over at great expense and who have been cruelly expelled, and having cleared and
reclaimed land with great difficulty-since I found nothing there but woods and marshes which I
drained to make meadows-I have suffered a loss of over Sixteen Thousand roubles.”48 Trappe’s
letter showed the importance of farmable land in the story of immigrant recruitment in Russia, as
some recruiters went to great depth in order to make the land appealing to immigrant farmers.
Overwhelmingly, Germanic farmers answered the call for colonization. So many
responded, in fact, that another emigration crisis took place following Catherine’s Manifestos.
Lübeck, situated just north of Hamburg, was one of the main exit stations for emigrants to go to
Russia. In 1766, there were a total of 21,965 people dispatched from Lübeck.49 Lübeck got so
overwhelmed that an overflow of hopeful emigrants were sent to Hamburg for departure. “There
are over two thousand colonists here who are nearly lying on top of each other and who have
absolutely no room,” wrote Russian interpreter Vikhlyayev of the chaos in Hamburg. “And in
Lübeck there are thirteen thousand and, as here, it is impossible to accommodate anyone else;
and both here and there the turbulent influx of colonists is producing a shortage of
accommodation and money.”50 Revisiting the significance of the Lübeck station, the 21,000
estimate was a substantial number, considering that an estimated 30,623 immigrants arrived in
Russia between 1763 and 1772; Lübeck accounted for 72% of the total German emigration to
Russia in the year 1766.51 Thousands of immigrants arrived in Russia with the expectations of
“improving” the land to reap major benefits. For many of these immigrants, however, arrival in
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Russia demonstrated that what was promised and the reality of the situation were entirely
different.
Historians have argued that Catherine II made such large promises to her new immigrants
about abundant and fertile lands without knowing if such promises could be kept. Fred Koch
noted that “in 1763 a scientific team had been dispatched to the lower Volga by Russian
authorities to make surveys, maps, and studies, it is a matter of record that Catherine ‘didn’t even
know whether the lower Volga area was suited for agriculture’ at the time she issued the
Manifesto.”52 This could potentially be supported by looking at the order in which certain
regions were advertised. The region surrounding the Volga river is diverse, and has been
generally split into the Bergseite and the Wiesenseite. The Bergseite, which is a literal German
translation for “hill side,” was on the west side of the river while the Wiesenseite, which
translates to “grasslands side,” was on the east side.53 Initially, the Wiesenseite was suggested for
colonization since it was heavily underdeveloped. But nearly a year later, the Bergseite was
advertised in royal decrees as the best suited for agriculture. The soil of the Bergseite has been
credited as being better suited, as the steppe of the Wiesenseite often flooded from the Volga
river. This could have been something that Catherine II’s administration came to learn as they
engaged in surveying expeditions. Immigrant recruiters also falsely advertised the Volga region
in an attempt to secure their own profit with settlers, as many recruiters were paid commission
rather than salary. Arthur Flegel noted that “four-room houses ready for occupancy, barns to
accommodate horses, granaries and cellars. Supposedly everything was ready for the immigrant
families in the beautiful region between Saratov and Kamyshin on the Volga.”54 The
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advertisements painted a beautiful image that was possibly too good to be true, as the Germans
quickly noted upon arrival to the Volga region.
The discrepancies between advertisements and reality in the Volga region were quickly
noticed by the Germans as they arrived. Christian Zuege, a German immigrant, questioned the
authenticity of the Russian promotions and recruiters when he wrote, “Is this truly the paradise
that the Russian solicitors promised us in Lübeck?’ said one of my fellow sufferers with a sad
face. ‘It is the lost one, good friend,’ I answered.”55 Zuege probably arrived in the Wiesenseite
area, as Fred Koch noted that “The baffled settlers [of Zuege’s party] stepped down from their
small wagons into a sea of thigh-high dry grass, a landscape of wilderness.”56 From the moment
of their arrival to the Volga region, these German immigrants realized that they had been given
false promises, and viewed themselves in a perpetual challenge with their local environment.
One such challenge came in the immediate need for shelter, as many Germans had been told that
homes and shelters would be awaiting them. Some colonists built barns and sheds from twigs,
straw and sand, just to have them destroyed by rain. Following this, the Russian administration
placed considerable pressure on the immigrants to begin cultivating the land as soon as possible.
Such pressures caused the Germans to view the land as the means to survival, both physically
and economically, despite earlier promises of comfort and abundance.
The land distribution policies implemented in the Volga region also impacted the German
immigrants’ perceptions of the land. The newly “Volga Germans” adopted the Russian mir
system in which land was redistributed approximately every 10 years to match the increasing
population yet keep land ownership as equitable as possible. As argued by La Vern Rippley,
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such land distribution policies led to short-term land management that promoted more extreme
practices to reap immediate rewards, since individual farmers would lose a considerable amount
of land within years’ time.57 This could lead to the justification of harsher exploitation of lands in
order to achieve quicker, short-term rewards. Thus, the lands worked by the Volga Germans
experienced rapid depletion. It became apparent that the land, particularly on the grassy
Wiesenseite, was not compatible with wheat production. In the first years of settlement, famine
threatened the Volga German colonies as harvest seasons came and went without wheat yields.
Conditions began to improve, however, when farmers engaged in crop specialization of rye,
peas, barley and potatoes that reflected individual parcels of land. But though conditions had
improved, grasshoppers, drought, and storms constantly changed the conditions. While some of
this depletion was caused by natural environmental processes such as climate changes and wind
erosion, human practices as the result of false promises arguably played the largest role.
In 1805, a Russian survey concluded that “agriculture is the first and chief occupation of
the colonists, but their land, as mentioned, is to a large degree quite exhausted.”58 This report not
only recognized the exhaustion of the lands, but blamed the Volga German farming practices for
such exhaustion. The report continued: “It is possible to replenish exhausted fields only by
plowing them both in the fall and in the spring in order that the lightened soil can thus absorb
more winter precipitation, but the harvesting of a large crop is still prevented by their decision to
mow the floodplains at the same time as they are threshing grain on open threshing floors.” The
report highlights concern over the thinning topsoil as a result of poor irrigation and overplowing, and noted that by overworking the fields in an attempt to produce a bountiful harvest,
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the Volga Germans were further preventing themselves from ever getting that harvest. The report
also acknowledged, though, that the Volga German farmers were held to equitable standards as
other Russian peasant farmers, with certain economic burdens associated with the success of an
agricultural harvest. In essence, the Volga Germans were held to similar accountability as
Russian peasant farmers, which would have been more feasible if the environmental conditions
initially promised were true. However, the Volga Germans were held to standards that could not
have been adequately met with their agricultural realities. The perfect blend of economic
pressure and environmental exhaustion, as a result of land advertisements, placed the Volga
Germans in a position of placing their very livelihood in the hands of a local agro-environment
that was not equipped to meet such needs.
Volga German farmer families, in response to these pressures, continued to overwork the
lands to counter famine conditions. James Long examined Volga German agricultural practices
in the Novouzensk District, just East of the Volga River, which coincide with the practices of
concern in the Ministry of Interior’s 1805 report. Though Long analyzed the famines of the later
nineteenth century, such farming techniques were important as the loosening of the topsoil mixed
with high winds to create dust storms throughout the Samara and Saratov Provinces.59 Long
attributed a blend of environmental factors such as drought and human practices of over-plowing
to the depletion of land quality, as “irrational farming methods, excessive exploitation of the land
resulting in soil depletion, and lack of a systematic method of crop rotation also contributed
significantly to the declining harvests and frequent occurrence of famine...The land became soft
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and badly pulverized from being ploughed too often, and, therefore, less resistant to the arid
winds which blew away thousands of acres of topsoil and created dust bowl conditions.”60
The Volga Germans were blamed for the exhaustion of the land, though such a
conclusion neglected the bigger picture; such a notion implied that the Volga Germans had full
control over their agricultural situation. In considering the 1805 Ministry of Interior report, one
cannot help but wonder if the solutions presented truly would have prevented rapid depletion. To
a degree, it could be argued that the Volga Germans continued to make practical decisions that
expedited the exhaustion of the land. However, when considering the role of the Volga Germans
in response to the false promises and taxing demands imposed by the Russian administration, it
is evident that Russian officials and policies must also be held accountable. The Volga Germans
cannot be held entirely responsible, as such actions were the result of false recruitment promises,
land redistribution policies, and economic burdens imposed by the Russian administration.

Eyes to the West
In Russia, unfavorable conditions were stacking up against the Volga Germans in the
mid-nineteenth century. Challenging agricultural conditions and social tension with Russian
peasant farmers had been building up for decades, though the tension spearheaded in 1871 with
Tsar Alexander II’s removal of religious and tax exemptions, followed by a second decree in
1874 that extended mandatory military service to the Russian Germans. These policies
overturned the previous exemptions that had been established by Catherine’s manifestos in the
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1760s, and posed a direct threat to the political and cultural sovereignty that the Volga Germans
had maintained thus far. Viewing these notions as steps toward forced “Russification,” the Volga
Germans began to turn their eyes to the Western Hemisphere. In the United States, the 1862
Homestead Act incentivized farmers to move to government-opened lands for agricultural
purposes, which was of great appeal to the Volga Germans.61
Simultaneous with the advertisement of the Homestead Act, railroad companies began to
develop rail networks further west, leading to increased survey expeditions and then
advertisements of the land. The push by railroad companies further west led to increased
recruitment of farmers to utilize rail networks both for immediate employment and as a mode of
transportation to allocated farmlands, and Volga Germans were among the groups recruited
during the 1870s. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad Company (ATSF) was one of
these companies, and specifically recruited Russian Germans to Kansas for agricultural purposes.
The ATSF “had 6,400 acres per mile of track to sell to potential settlers,” at prices between $5
and $6 per acre during the 1870s.62 Roughly two million acres of land were under the possession
of the ATSF through federal land grants, and company executives sought to sell the land and
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neglects the presence of Indigenous peoples on the land, as Indigenous peoples were forced into reservations in
order to “open” the lands for sale. The federal government recognized these lands as “Indian territory,” given the
poster "Indian Territory That Garden of the World, Open for Homestead and Pre-Emption" in Current Day
Oklahoma; ca. 1889; Letters Received, 11/1863 - 12/1904; Records of U.S. Army Continental Commands, Record
Group 393; National Archives Building, Washington, DC. Made in 1889, the poster acknowledged Indigenous
territories in Oklahoma, though encouraged farmer families to act quickly, as the lands would be contested once they
became “available.” From oral histories and compiled family histories, it seemed that Volga Germans were aware of
the presence of Indigenous peoples, but did not have much interaction with them. The oral history of Veva Walden
To the Best of My Memory: Stories from the Life of Velva Magdalena Diede Walden -- an Oral History. Ed. by Sara
Cowles Walden (Boston: Waterside Publishers, 1990) demonstrated this among personal family histories located in
Salt Lake City’s Family History Library. In Washington, there were instances of horses disappearing from Volga
German farms, and blame was placed on local Indigenous peoples. In Hardship to Homeland: Pacific Northwest
Volga Germans (Pullman: Washington State University Press, 2018), Richard Scheuerman acknowledged that the
lands Volga Germans moved to had been the lands of Indigenous peoples, and that many Indigenous peoples
remained in the regions despite large numbers being moved to Indian Reservations. He noted that while Indigenous
peoples had lived in harmony with the land, Volga Germans worked the land through farming.
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reap as much financial gain as possible. C. B. Schmidt served as the commissioner of
immigration for the ATSF, and held an interest in recruiting German immigrants to farm
throughout the American Midwest. The ATSF in particular was so interested in German
immigrants, that a satellite location operated out of Hamburg, conveniently the main port where
German and Volga German immigrants alike disembarked from Europe for the United States.
Being of German background, Schmidt traveled to German-speaking communities with
translated posters in an attempt to boost immigration rates. Of particular interest to him, though,
were “Russo-Germans” who showed great interest in utilizing rail networks to move to the
American Midwest and West to farm.63
Schmidt, along with ATSF agents, directly visited the Volga region to advertise the lands
of Kansas to the Volga Germans with posters such as the “Lands in Southwest Kansas” poster
examined in the introduction to this essay. Once again, the Volga Germans were incentivized
with the prospects of “abundant” and “fertile” lands in a foreign country, providing an escape
from their current economic and environmental struggles. The poster promoted “temperate
climate, excellent health, pure and abundant water,” as well as “good soil for wheat, corn and
fruit.”64 The land was advertised as the primary incentive for migration, with promises of a
successful crop. The recruiting advertisements of the American Midwest were strikingly similar
to the advertisements of Catherine II in Russia. Yet again, the imagery of the poster depicts open
and untamed lands, with the success of the farmer dependent on their ability to transform their
lot from wild nature to a productive agricultural plot. After being incentivized to leave their
German homelands for the Russian steppe, the Volga Germans were once more being
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C. B. Schmidt to Colonel A.S. Johnson, June 9, 1877, letter, Kansas Historical Society. Schmidt also showed
interest in Mennonite groups in C. B. Schmidt to Colonel A.S. Johnson, March 23, 1875, letter, Kansas Historical
Society.
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incentivized to relocate, this time to the American Midwest. And just as the Germans were
brought to Russia to develop agricultural practices and feed an Empire, so were they to migrate
to the American Midwest to deforest woodlands, transform purportedly untamed wilderness into
a resourceful mode of production, and participate in the American national economy.
Before larger groups of Volga Germans made the decision to migrate, scouting groups
were sent to examine the midwestern lands in question. Agents from the ATSF and other
navigation companies such as the Hamburg-American Ship Line and Burlington and Missouri
River Railroad Company (BMRR) escorted Volga Germans to Nebraska, Kansas, and other
territories throughout the Midwest.65 Ultimately, the recommendations of these groups based on
the presentations given by the recruiting companies led to the larger movement of Volga
Germans starting around 1874.66 Religious figures also played a role in attracting Volga
Germans to the Midwest, such as Volga German pastor Reverend Wilhelm Stärkel, who was
summoned to Wisconsin for a Lutheran mission in 1864. In 1868, following a dispute over
religious doctrine, Stärkel returned to the Volga region. But following the 1871 removal of
military exemption, Stärkel convinced many Volga Germans within the Norka parish to consider
the American Midwest for farming. Because of this, he has been regarded as one of the leading
figures in early Volga German migrations to the Midwest. The BMRR also sent Reverend Robert
Neumann from Nebraska to the Volga region to preach and secretly promote emigration to
Nebraska. He advertised that the BMRR would employ the Volga Germans as laborers
continuing railroad development, and that they would be transported to Hastings, Nebraska to
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Sallet, Russian-German Settlements, 42.
It is once again important to note that these Volga Germans were not the first Russian Germans to move to the
American Midwest; Mennonites could have migrated to the United States in the 1840s. Colorado census information
reveals that individuals from Russia who spoke German were present in the state as early as 1853, though their
numbers were certainly not as large as the movement of Volga Germans in the early 1870s. It is possible that Volga
Germans were part of these “Russian Germans” identified in the earlier census, and that they were not recognized as
Volga Germans in official records.
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develop a Volga German community. His promotion was so successful that he narrowly escaped
Russian official attempts to arrest him in Norka. Neumann would have carried posters such as
the one included below, which had a similar style to the previous ATSF poster, depicting rolling
hills of available land. The bottom right portion of the image showed land that was possibly
being cultivated, once again promoting farming as demonstrated by the couple overlooking the
hills with their livestock. The subscript on the left side of the poster quoted that the goals of such
advertisement were “distribution in organizing colonies and to induce individuals to emigrate
west.”67 Though the BMRR poster did not make promises of fertile land and excellent health, the
imagery did imply an agricultural lifestyle supported by the abundant lands of Nebraska and
Iowa.
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Figure 2: Iowa and Nebraska Lands poster

The Volga Germans showed large interest in these recruiting claims, as C. B. Schmidt
noted in his 1877 letter to Colonel A.S. Johnson, Land Commissioner of the ATSF:
There are now about 8000 of these people located upon lands tributary to our
road, the majority of them on railroad land and the balance on government land
and on land purchased from private parties. At a low estimate there are 40,000
German colonists yet in Russia, who propose to emigrate before the end of the
year 1879 when train emigration privilege expires. It may be expected however,
that the financial condition of these immigrants, with some exceptions, will not be
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so good as it has been heretofore, owing to the fact, that the desire to emigrate has
become so general, that everybody want to sell...68

Schmidt also noted that the “Russo-Germans” consisting of both Mennonites and Volga
Germans purchased considerably more land than other European groups. In the same letter to
Johnson, Schmidt noted that while Germans purchased 7,599.90 acres for $30,872.81 and the
Dutch bought 80 acres for $360, Russo-Germans purchased 87,668.43 acres for $332,509.72
from February 15, 1873 to May 31, 1877.69 When placing these numbers in a visual graph, it
becomes apparent that Russo-Germans purchased remarkably more land from the ATSF than
other European groups.

Figure 3: Acreage Purchase chart
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As the Germans realized upon arrival in Russia, the Volga Germans quickly discovered
that the reality of the American Midwest was not how it had been advertised. As noted by Linda
Schelbitzki Pickle, “There, in the ‘Great American Desert,’ scarceness of water, the vagaries of
the weather, invasions of grasshoppers, the danger of prairie fire, and the treeless landscape
posed particular challenges that not all cared to meet.”70 She also provided the example of The
Wall Regier family, which was a Mennonite family but nevertheless resided in close proximity
and shared similar experiences with Volga Germans in Kansas. The family had just been
finishing the construction of their house when a “hail storm struck, flattening the house and the
wheat crop and injuring Mary and her brother. She remembered well that her family and others
they knew would have gladly returned to Russia, had they had the means.”71 Certainly, this was
not the “temperate climate” that the posters had initially advertised. The Volga Germans found
themselves in a similar situation to what had been faced in Russia: the environmental realities of
both regions were starkly different from the promises made in promotional advertisements.
Not all Volga Germans chose to settle in the Midwest; others took advantage of the
developing railroad networks to continue the push to the far West. Heavily influenced by rail
advertisements, many Volga Germans continued westward to Colorado, Oregon and
Washington. In Colorado, Volga Germans, Mennonites and other Russian Germans formed sugar
beet plantations, if not working for the railroad company that transported them westward to
begin with. For some, the rail continued to California, from which point steamships delivered
passengers to Portland, Oregon. And then for others, trains moved directly from the Midwest to
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the Pacific Northwest, establishing railroad towns such as Ritzville, Washington.72 In the Pacific
Northwest, many Volga Germans seemed to discover the life that the midwestern posters sought
to achieve: agricultural lifestyles met with economic and physical prosperity. Natural irrigation
significantly reduced the drought and subsequent agricultural issues that were the chief challenge
in the midwestern states. As Richard Scheuerman noted, many Volga German families felt that
they had finally discovered “the land where milk and honey flows.”73 After centuries of
economic, political and environmental struggle, Volga Germans felt relief as they were able to
exercise religious freedom and farm without strenuous administrative pressures.
Despite the challenges that Volga Germans faced in the American Midwest, many of
them chose to stay and attempt to obtain the life that the advertisements had promoted. Many
Volga Germans found success with the harvesting of Turkey red wheat, which seemingly
flourished in Kansas. Such successes were depicted in the Topeka Daily Capital, claiming in
1890 that 10 years in Kansas had allowed the Volga Germans to reap more economic success
than they could have in 200 years in Russia.74 These families had accomplished what they were
recruited to come to the United States and do; others were not so lucky in the Midwest, and had
to move to the Pacific Northwest in order to make such dreams a reality. Nevertheless, wherever
they moved to, Volga Germans continued to farm in hopes of achieving what the recruiting
advertisements had promoted. From the German hillside, to the Russian steppe, to the American
Midwest, promotional advertisements led the Volga Germans on an agricultural quest for
economic and physical prosperity.
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Conclusion
In the American Midwest, many Volga Germans continued to struggle with the natural
environment among other farmers in an attempt to unlock physical and economic prosperity
from the depths of the Earth. This struggle persisted into the 1930s, when the loosened topsoil of
the Midwest met dry wind gusts with catastrophic results. Ultimately, the Dust Bowl occurred
because of a combination of environmental factors and human action, such as drought and overplowing. This narrative is seen in a different light, however, when contextualized with the
history of Volga German interactions with promotional advertisements. A transnational
examination reveals that the events leading up to the Dust Bowl had previously been experienced
by Volga Germans in Russia, where false promotional advertisements encouraged
“development” of land in ways that ultimately exhausted it. While it would be unreasonable to
place the Volga Germans entirely in the blame for these events, it could be argued that the Volga
Germans acted in response to the land exploitation proposed by Catherine II’s Manifesto and
administrative pressures from the Russian Chancellery to produce agricultural harvests. It must
be acknowledged, however, that the 1805 report from the Russian Ministry of Interior
acknowledged that the Volga German over-plowing deliberately exhausted the soil. But yet
again, one must question if the Volga Germans would have implemented such exhaustive
agricultural techniques if it had not been for the recruiting literature presented to them.
Therefore, it can be concluded that the Volga Germans were a piece, alongside the Russian
administration and recruiting agents, in the puzzle of land exhaustion in the Volga region.
And precisely when the poor conditions reached a critical point in Russia, advertisements
from the American Midwest promised a better future from that agricultural lifestyle. By the
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1870s, the Volga Germans had been working the land of the Volga region for nearly 100 years.
The Russian Ministry of Interior report had already been published more than 60 years earlier,
and the Volga region was in a period of agricultural and environmental degradation nearing the
onset of dust storms. It was at this same time that C. B. Schmidt and other immigration agents
began recruiting the Volga Germans to the American Midwest. A strikingly similar situation
occurs with the recruitment of Volga Germans to the American Midwest. Similar to Catherine
II’s initial promise, these agents advertised the American Midwest as open and abundant land
that was waiting to be tamed and cultivated. The difference now, though, was that the Volga
Germans had visual propaganda to fuel aspirations of agricultural abundance; whereas the
Germans could not see Catherine’s promises of abundant lands, the Volga Germans could see the
uncultivated lands in the American Midwest. Visual or not, however, immigration recruiting
advertisements played a critical role in luring the Volga Germans across the globe in pursuit of
agricultural prosperity.
Because of the Volga Germans’ agricultural foundation, the land was generally viewed as
a resource provider. However, this perception of the land as a resource provider was not unique
to the Volga Germans, and has arguably been a constant throughout human history. The
connection between Volga Germans and land perceptions and uses fit the farmers within the
larger fields of Western and Environmental History, particularly in studies of human interactions
with the environment.75 Studying the Volga Germans allows for connections to be made with
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Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1931) was an early example of
Western History grappling with the idea of conquering nature for human use. Webb analyzed the ways in which
certain populations interacted with the land, and how farmers introduced technology as a way to achieve an
advantage over the land and local agro-environment. The way in which farmers viewed open lands as a resource was
examined by Leisl Carr Childers in The Size of the Risk: Histories of Multiple Use in the Great Basin (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2015), which examined the clash between farmers, ranchers, and the United States
government over land use policies and the role of the environment as a provider of wealth. Timothy Egan’s The Big
Burn: Teddy Roosevelt & the Fire That Saved America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009) also focused on
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farming and ranching movements, debates over “open” and public lands, government
intervention, and perceptions of the American West. The Volga Germans also key into larger
studies of promotional literature, immigration studies, urbanization and railroad development
throughout the United States.
The train proved to be a driving force in the dispersal of Volga Germans (and other
immigrant groups) throughout the American Midwest and West. This was not only in the form of
recruitment efforts on behalf of the railway companies, but through the physical traversal across
the lands as well. Because of this, the recruitment of the Volga Germans to the American
Midwest and West speaks to a larger history of railroad transportation and its impacts on the
the political debates between local populations and the federal government over the use of “public lands” and the
role that such lands play in society. In Wilderness and the American Mind 5th ed. (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2014), Roderick F. Nash examined the debates over whether or not nature should be harnessed and exploited,
and if humans have the right to take advantage of the land’s resources. In “Modes of Prophecy and Production:
Placing Nature in History” Journal of American History (March 1990): 1122-1131, William Cronon suggested that
cultural constructs can influence land use because of the value of food. Because certain cultures value certain foods,
certain landscapes would arguably be valued differently based on the foods produced. If the land does not produce
the desired food, then agricultural measures could be taken to force the land to grow whatever is desired. This
directly related to the cultural constructs that could influence the ways in which farmers perceive and use land. The
impacts of these agricultural perceptions can be seen in Donald Worster’s Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the
1930s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), which particularly highlighted the abuse of the American Midwest
and the havoc that was wrought during the American Dust Bowl as a result of the ground being over-plowed. Volga
Germans played a large role in this event, as highlighted in Timothy Egan’s The Worst Hard Time: The Untold Story
of Those Who Survived the Great American Dust Bowl. Boston: First Mariner Books, 2006. As demonstrated by the
two former books, however, Volga Germans were not the only actors in this story of using land; Indigenous
populations, Spanish conquistadors, and twentieth century American hikers all shared different perceptions of land
use. Carolyn Merchant’s “Gender and Environmental History,” Journal of American History (March 1990): 11171121 showed that perceptions of land use were heavily gendered, as males and females assumed different roles in
interacting with local ecologies. Perceptions of land use have also been applied to discussions surrounding the
American desert landscape, which spearheads much of the discourse on the American West. Characteristic of the
agriculturalist view of “good” land being fruitful, the desert was often viewed as a barren wasteland. Patricia
Limerick emphasized these notions of the desert in Desert Passages: Encounters with the American Deserts
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1951). Limerick noted that the attitudes that strangers to the desert held
were characterized by interpretations of emptiness; some individuals adored the perceived emptiness of the desert,
while others abhorred its misery and saw the opportunity to replace “emptiness” with “civilization.” These
perceptions were explored by Kevin Sweeney in Prelude to the Dust Bowl: Drought in the Nineteenth-Century
Southern Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016). Sweeney provided an environmental history of the
Southern Plains and the interactions between Indigenous peoples, Europeans and Americans on such lands, and
argued that the impacts of droughts in the nineteenth century have been overlooked by historians. He also
acknowledged the role of the New England Emigrant Aid Company as a booster of the “Great American Desert,” as
it glorified the region in ways to make it appealing for immigrants. For agriculturalists, the desert often had little
perceived value in its fertility and usefulness; this type of logic certainly applied to the Volga Germans as they
moved to the Pacific Northwest in pursuit of agricultural opportunity, and generally avoided the desert regions of the
American Southwest.
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development of the American West, thus bridging studies of railroad development, urbanization,
and Western History.76
At the heart of this immigration story is the role of promotional literature and recruiting
advertisements. The Volga German experience shows that immigration advertisements played a
large role in immigration patterns, and shaped the ways in which immigrants chose to pursue the
“American dream.” For Volga Germans, advertisements played such an important role that they
prompted the migration of a population from Germany to Russia, and from Russia to the United
States within 100 years’ time. The Volga Germans placed trust into their recruiting agents,
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The historiography of railroad development is heavily intertwined with studies of the American West and the role
that the railroad played in the so-called development of the West. Donald Duke provided a history of the Santa Fe
railroad line that connected Kansas, Illinois and California in Santa Fe: The Railroad Gateway to the American West
(San Marino, CA.: Golden West Books, 1995). The connections between the railroad and American West have been
the subject of international studies as well, as demonstrated by Lei Wang and Michael Watham in “The Role of
Railroad in the Development of the American West: Railroad, Migration, and Urban Growth” Chinese
Geographical Science 11, no. 3 (2001): 223-32. Although this article compared American and Chinese development
surrounding the railroads, it recognized the role that the rail system played in the urbanization of the American
West. James H. Ducker observed the connections between immigrant labor and the railroads in Men of the Steel
Rails: Workers on the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, 1869-1900 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1983). Ryan Dearinger provided an examination of immigrant labor in the construction of railroads and canals
throughout the West in The Filth of Progress: Immigrants, Americans, and the Building of Canals and Railroads in
the West (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016). Dave Donaldson and Richard Hornbeck analyzed the
economic impacts of railroad development, particularly on the agricultural industry in the nineteenth century in
"Railroads and American Economic Growth: A ‘Market Access’ Approach." The Quarterly Journal of Economics
131, no. 2 (2016): 799-858. Jerald T. Milanich’s A Remarkable Curiosity: Dispatches from a New York City
Journalist’s 1873 Railroad Trip Across the American West (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2008) provided
an analysis of a firsthand account of the American railroad system through the nineteenth century West. Earle B.
Young analyzed the role that Galveston, Texas railroads played in the development of the West in Tracks to the Sea:
Galveston and Western Railroad Development, 1866-1900 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1999).
Richard J. Orsi continued the discussion of railroad development of the West and its impact on agricultural
communities in Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad and the Development of the American West, 18501930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). John Sedgwick’s From the River to the Sea: The Untold Story
of the Railroad War That Made the West (New York: Avid Reader Press, 2021) continued the discussion of railroad
involvement in the American West by highlighting the conflict between the Santa Fe and Rio Grande lines in what
he argued was a race to develop the West. David M. Wrobel’s Promised Lands: Promotion, Memory, and the
Creation of the American West (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002) analyzed railroad company posters
and romantic literature of the American West and Midwest to demonstrate how boosterism influenced ideas of the
West. This range of discourse shows that the American West, though geographically diverse in many respects, was
connected by railroad tracks. But the story of the railroad expansion throughout the American West cannot be told
without acknowledging the connections to immigrants, both as laborers and as passengers. The railroad played a
critical role in the transportation of Volga Germans throughout the American Midwest and West, but arguably
played a pivotal role in the urbanization of the American West itself. Therefore, the railroad track acts as a bridge
between Volga Germans, immigration, labor history, urbanization, and the West.
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migrating across the globe in hopes that the claims were true. In both Russia and in the United
States, the Volga Germans learned that the claims had been heavily false. However, this did not
mean that the Volga Germans were completely fooled, as many of them still managed to achieve
economic and physical prosperity. In considering the experience of the Volga Germans, one
might become interested in the roles of such advertisements as they relate to other immigrant
groups. How did other immigrant groups interact with promotional advertisements? Did they
respond as fervently as Volga Germans? While these are larger studies for another project, the
small population of Volga Germans opens larger doors to issues throughout a global history.
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Chapter Three
Volga Germans in American Newspapers
Introduction
Examining the language of immigration recruiting advertisements indicates that the
recruiting agencies saw potential in the presence of Russian Germans in local American
communities. Railroad companies and immigration recruiting agencies sought after the Volga
Germans and their Russian German counterparts due to their agricultural skill, which is evident
from the use of land representation and recruiting tactics examined in chapter two. However,
chapter two revealed that there were large discrepancies between the paradise that was
advertised, and the agricultural realities of the American Midwest of the nineteenth century.
Such discrepancies open the door to further questions, such as the relationship between Volga
Germans and the communities that they moved to. How did the local communities feel about the
presence of Volga Germans? Did the communities agree with the conditions initiated by the
recruiting companies? Examining newspaper editorials published in places such as Kansas, the
Dakotas, and Minnesota, which held a large number of the Volga German population helps to
answer these questions. It reveals that local communities debated with each other over the
presence of Russian Germans, and did not always see the potential that the recruiting agencies
sought to achieve.
Analysis of Midwestern newspapers during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries reveals that local communities held intense debate over the integrity of their newest
Russian German immigrants. Across Kansas, Minnesota, and the Dakotas, different newspapers
held overtly positive and negative views of the Volga Germans. On the positive side of the
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spectrum, Volga Germans were described as productive members of society who improved the
general welfare of their state. On the negative side, however, the Volga Germans were described
as disease-spreading criminals that remained an anomaly in American society. While such
debates over the integrity of an immigrant group were certainly not unique to the time period nor
the Volga Germans, it is useful to examine communal perceptions and arguments, as they further
complicate the experience of the Volga Germans in the Midwest. This chapter will add another
layer of challenges as the Volga Germans were the subject of moral debates occurring in the
press.
Overall, there is very little scholarship analyzing the representation of Volga Germans in
American communities. In 2021, History Colorado Historical Society intern Alexandria Joyner
posted an article discussing the history of Volga Germans in Colorado, and acknowledged the
adverse reactions that Coloradans had toward the immigrants.77 Linda Shelbitzki Pickle also
examined the cultural disconnect between Russian Germans, Germans, and Anglo-American
farmers during the nineteenth century, which resulted in discrimination against the Russian
Germans.78 La Vern Rippley also examined the cultural disconnect between Russian Germans
and Germans, and added that Russian Germans actually discriminated against German
immigrants, and did not allow “intermarriage” between the groups until around 1900.79
However, whereas these studies acknowledge the disconnect and discrimination occurring both
toward and from the Volga Germans, there is very little analysis of print representations. Cynthia
Anne Frank Stupnik included newspaper discussion of Russian Germans in her 2009 analysis of
Russian German migration to the Dakota Territory, though emphasis was not analysis of these
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representations.80 Norman E. Saul noted that newspapers contributed to a sort of fascination with
Russian-Germans, which led to many of the immigrants feeling as if they were being watched
from behind a glass bowl.81 Though the newspapers were not the subject of Saul’s analysis of
Russian German immigration to Kansas, he did note that communities had varied representations
of the Russian Germans as foreigners in their communities. Overall, the lack of newspaper
analysis provides an opportunity to connect press representations of Russian Germans with
discussions that had taken place among recruitment agencies to better understand the reality that
the Volga Germans faced in the American Midwest.

Identifying the Volga Germans in American Newspapers
Prior to the twentieth century, American newspapers grappled with the unique identity of
Volga Germans and did not use the term “Volga German” to describe them. The term “Volga
German” did not appear in Kansas newspapers until the 1920s; previously, Volga Germans were
categorized under umbrella terms such as “Germans,” “Russians,” “German-Russians,”
“Russian-Germans,” and “Mennonites.” On March 20, 1866, the Daily Ohio Statesmen regarded
the Volga Germans as “German Volga-ists,” though this was the closest term to “Volga
Germans” prior to the more common usage in the 1920s.82 Most frequently, Volga Germans
were discussed as Russians and Mennonites. However, following the analysis of cultural
disconnect between Volga Germans and Mennonites, such descriptions were inaccurate. This
overgeneralization, then, poses a challenge to examination of Volga Germans, as descriptions of
Mennonites could have been implemented to relate to just Mennonites, or they could have
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applied to both Mennonites and Volga Germans. Such distinctions were not (at least commonly)
made prior to the 1920s, and the only way to fully confirm whether or not a newspaper discussed
Volga Germans would be to analyze the county that the newspaper publisher was located in, and
then compare it to the counties of concentrated Volga German settlements. However, this would
not be without faults either, since counties were not composed solely of either Volga German or
Mennonite groups to comprise their Russian German populations. However, this can lead to
some insight as to the likelihood of such discussions being of Volga German or Mennonite
populations.
Some newspapers prior to the 1920s, such as The Yankton Press of the Dakota Territory,
did recognize the error in the general classifications of Mennonites. The editorial, submitted by
L. M. Ford on August 27, 1873, noted that “they do not claim to belong to the same class or sect
that have thought of settling in Minnesota, though of German origin. Instead of being
Mennonites, they are mainly Lutherans, with Quakerish views in regard to bearing arms.”83 The
problem with these classifications was revisited by The Topeka Daily Capital in a March 28,
1920 editorial titled “Most Topeka ‘Russians’ Are Not Russians At All,” which provided the
explanation that “they are descendants of a German colony that settled on steppes of Russia…”84
It seems that newspapers recognized the error in the overgeneralization, though a more precise
categorization did not surface until the 1920s. However, the 1920s and onward are outside of the
scope of this paper, which is analyzing representations from the 1870s to around 1900, as this
time frame captures the earlier migrations of Volga Germans, Mennonites, and general Russian
Germans to the American Midwest.
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Representations of the Volga
The representation of Russian Germans in Midwestern newspapers after their arrival in
the Midwest would be best understood by first examining the discussions that Midwestern
newspapers held about the Germans in Russia. The Volga Germans in Russia were depicted in
American newspapers throughout the nineteenth century, though there was an increase in
representation toward the end of the nineteenth century, probably because of the larger presence
of Volga Germans in the United States at that time. Examining these newspapers reveals that
while in Russia, the Volga Germans were distinguished as the colonists along the Volga, separate
from Mennonites and other groups. However, the newspapers maintained a fascination with the
Volga Germans, and wrote of the curious peoples in Russia with their cultural, and in some
instances, physical differences. This could help explain why the Volga Germans in the United
States faced such mixed reactions, as the local American communities now had individuals from
the Volga German communities present in the United States living within close proximity, so
such curiosities and fascinations transferred over to the new immigrants. Why is it that Volga
Germans were, at least to some degree, being distinguished in Russia, yet those distinctions
washed away as soon as the immigrants arrived in the United States? It is possible that these
groups were distinguishable to Americans strictly on a geographic basis; once the peoples came
to the United States, Americans could no longer use geographic location to distinguish between
Volga Germans and Mennonites. Perhaps they appeared too similar once they were in the United
States, and the removal of geographic distinctions meant that Volga Germans and Mennonites
were culturally fused in the eyes of Americans.
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Generally, Volga Germans still in Russia were described in newspapers as “German
colonists on the Volga.”85 What is interesting with this description is that the Volga Germans
were recognized for their geographic location, and were not generalized as Russian Germans or
Mennonites. The Omaha Daily Herald used this terminology on January 14, 1881. When
approaching this article from a transnational lens of the same group of people being present on
opposite sides of the globe at the same time, the distinction between Volga Germans and Russian
Germans becomes complicated, since the distinction was made of the group in Russia, but not of
Russian Germans present within the United States. This language was repeated in 1891 with the
Macon Telegraph in Georgia, which referred to “German colonists along the Volga.”86 Both the
Omaha Daily Herald and the Macon Telegraph described the Volga Germans as thriving and
prosperous farmers, and seemed to take a sympathetic stance toward the Volga Germans still in
Russia, who were experiencing famine. This language was continued in 1892 with Kentucky’s
The Evening Bulletin, which discussed the devastating famine conditions that the German
colonists on the Volga were experiencing.87 However, the Bulletin took it a step further, and
described the unique population for the people of Kentucky. Initially, the newspaper recognized
the different religious identities among Russian Germans, noting that “they may be roughly
classified as Protestants, Catholics, and Mennonites.” This type of distinction is unique among
the rest of the newspapers analyzed thus far, as this was the first instance where religious
distinctions were made instead of geographic. This type of distinction could have potentially
survived the geographic upheaval across the globe, and could have been used to distinguish the
different Russian German groups within the United States. However, the Bulletin arguably added
to the fascination with Russian German populations both in Russia and in the United States, as it
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analyzed the cultural and physical features of the Volga Germans. The newspaper continued its
analysis, describing the Volga Germans as an almost alien group of peoples:
The German colonists can only be described as so many nineteenth century Rip
Van Winkles. Imagine a body of men taken out of the eighteenth century,
carefully preserved and kept apart from the influences of modern progress, latter
day customs and ideas, and you have the German colonists of the Volga. They all
look like figures out of old German wood cuts, with their solemn, sallow,
obstinate, clean-shaven faces, their hair dressed like a periwig, their gaunt forms
and their curious old-fashioned garments…they have still the same furniture
which they brought with them more than one hundred years ago, and sleep in
funeral four-post bedsteads. Their women, when young, have the pure and
beautiful faces of the Gretchen type.

The Bulletin portrayed the Volga Germans as foreign peoples taken from a time machine.
According to the Bulletin, they were essentially the antonym of progress; they lacked progressive
customs and thinking. Even their physical appearance seemed alien to the newspaper, and these
ideas were conveyed to the newspaper’s readership. While it is unknown what type of reactions
this particle article generated, the roughly 15,000 Volga Germans present in the United States by
the 1890s faced discrimination that stemmed from many Americans’ fascination with them.
While there were many negative discussions of the Germans in Russia, other newspapers
highlighted positive attributes of the would-be immigrants. The first common, positive
characteristic that newspapers gave to the Russian Germans was thriftiness and economic
proficiency. On September 10, 1873, Yankton Press republished an article from the New York
Tribune’s August 20th editorial on “The Russo-Germans,” which discussed the coming of
Mennonites from Hamburg.88 The article focused on their wealth, noting that “The thrift which
enabled them to acquire so much property in Russia will make its mark in the West, as will the
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fullness of their sturdy families, whose numbers suggest a rapid multiplication in their ranks.”
The article also touched on the recruitment of the Mennonites to the American Midwest:
Railroad agents in Europe and in this country have been assiduous in trying to
tempt the Mennonites to places on the line of their respective routes…some of the
Mennonites have been persuaded to settle on this road [of the Texas Pacific
Railroad]. Others will go to Dakota. They have all been very chary of giving
information as to their destination, feeling that Russian spies were working
against them even up to the last moment of their stay in Europe. They prefer, also,
a personal examination of different tracts of country before making their choice.

It is important to note once again that the term of Mennonite was often generally applied
to Russian Germans, which included the Volga Germans. The article was titled “The RussoGermans,” which applied to both Volga Germans and Mennonites. However, the article only
mentioned Mennonites coming from Hamburg. Given the analysis from previous chapters,
though, it is known that the Volga Germans were embedded in these processes as well. This
reflects that in local American communities, distinctions were not readily made between
Mennonites and Volga Germans. Nevertheless, the article promoted a positive outlook toward
the Russian Germans, as they were bringing sturdy families and bank accounts with them.

In the United States: Representations of Volga Germans after Immigration
In the United States, Russian Germans were repeatedly recognized for having stable bank
accounts, as was documented again by the Bismarck Daily Tribune on March 27, 1892. The
Tribune wrote on the Russian Germans of Morton and Stark Counties, who “are well-to-do and
make excellent citizens,” and “have good bank accounts.”89 The development of these bank
accounts was often attributed to a quality of Russian German thriftiness, which they supposedly
89
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learned to practice in Russia. On December 26, 1889, the Aberdeen Daily News of Aberdeen,
South Dakota documented Russian-German thriftiness in an article titled “The Holiday Observed
Among the Russian Settlers.”90 The article examined the design of a basic cement box used as a
furnace, which allowed the Russian Germans to “defy the thirty-five degrees below zero which
Dakota winters may bring, and the expense of the whole apparatus is not more than a dollar.”
The article treated such thriftiness in allowing for ingenuity on the part of the Russian Germans,
which seemingly placed them at an advantage above other farmers suffering through the frigid
Dakota winters. The article had a tone of acknowledging the Russian Germans as a strange yet
beneficial population, by noting that “it is strange what wind blew these settlers to Dakota, but it
was not a bad wind for Eureka, as the Russians have been about the only ones so far who have
successfully solved the problem of how to pay heavy interest for borrowed money and keep their
farms.” Yet again, the Russian Germans’ thriftiness was coming through to their advantage.
In 1900, The Saint Paul Globe wrote a history of the Russian Germans in the Eureka
Township of Dakota County, Minnesota that acknowledged the thriftiness that allowed them to
be prosperous. Though this article was most likely written about Mennonites from the Black Sea
region, it nevertheless provides valuable insight into the discussion of Russian-German
immigrants. The article described the farmers as “A Hard-Working, Generous and Honest Body
of Men Eager to Learn American Ways.”91 It continued that “these people came with their
families, their household goods and a little money, and settled upon the wide prairies of the
Missouri valley, their only thought to make their homes here and prosper as the conditions of the
new country might permit. That they have prospered, the many fine farms, well-stocked and with
good buildings, bear witness.” The editorial acknowledged that they were neither Russian nor
90
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German, but uniquely German-Russians; it also included an interview with an unidentified man,
who spoke very highly of the local German-Russians: “they are hard-working, generous, and
honest to a fault. Their hospitality is unlimited, and a person asking for shelter is seldom turned
from the door.”
More newspapers reported on the ways in which Russian German thriftiness benefited the
Midwest, which allowed the farmers to transform the region into beautiful agricultural plots. On
July 1st, 1904, The Madison Daily Leader wrote of the “great changes” happening in South
Dakota because of its German-Russian population.92 The article noted how frame houses
replaced sod houses, and how “Grobes now add to the beauty of the surrounding country, which
comparatively a few years ago was bare prairie without a single tree in sight. The GermanRussians are exceedingly thrifty and are rapidly making McPherson County one of the leading
agricultural counties of the state.” This article is interesting for a variety of reasons, one of which
being the connection with the task assigned to Russian Germans by the recruiting
advertisements. As explored in chapter two, the immigration advertisements promoted a
“development” of the Midwest that involved cultivation and physical labor. This article seems to
have viewed the Russian Germans as having successfully met the conditions of those
advertisements by transforming the land.
The German-Russians were also recognized for their political involvement in local
communities. In 1876, the Daily Press and Dakotaian in Yankton of the Dakota Territory (South
Dakota achieved statehood in 1889), documented that the “German-Russians of Bon Homme
County rallied…and held one of the most enthusiastic meetings on record in the political history
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of this county.”93 It was also recognized that along with their German counterparts, the GermanRussians enthusiastically supported the Republican Party. The Kansas Telegraph of Atchison,
Kansas was printed in both English and German, and wrote of a group of Russian German
Republicans in a July 12, 1900 editorial.94 The group, as part of the Russian-German American
League, challenged a Mr. Foucht for making a statement that they could be bribed with beer to
vote for a certain candidate. The group responded that they hold the values of American
democracy too highly to engage in such a behavior, as “the German spirit of liberty and
opposition to tyranny and oppression caused us to emigrate from Russia to the land of the
Declaration of Independence, the land governed by the consent of the governed, to enjoy the
blessings of liberty.” It is also documented that the League requested for this statement to be
reprinted in both English and German, to make the position as widely known as possible.
Though there was an abundance of positive articles written about the Russian German
immigrants, negative discussions on the opposite end of the spectrum fueled a lively debate
between newspapers. Editorials frequently cited the political and civic involvement of the
German Russians as redeeming factors that aided in their positive contributions to the local
community. For editorials that cited this involvement, such as the Daily Press and Dakotaian,
such administrative savviness enmeshed economic thriftiness and agricultural skills to make the
Russian Germans overwhelmingly productive citizens. However, further analysis of Midwestern
editorials reveals that such positive attitudes were not entirely consistent with the conversations
of the late nineteenth century. The Russian Germans were also represented in newspapers as
disease-ridden criminals, generating a debate within the press as to whether or not the Russian
Germans were honorable citizens.
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On the negative end of the spectrum, Midwestern newspapers also discussed Russian
Germans as crime-ridden immigrants. On January 4, 1895, the Grand Forks Daily Herald of
Grand Forks, North Dakota wrote of Russian Germans who had been arrested for stealing
lumber. The article reported that there were nearly 40 in total, who pleaded guilty and were
sentenced to thirty days in jail.95 Continuing the conversation of Russian German criminals, The
Philadelphia Inquirer wrote of “insane prisoners” on December 29, 1896.96 Profiles were
provided of various inmates who had been institutionalized, though the only inmate in the
section whose national origin was unveiled was the 21-year old Russian German machinist. The
article revealed that the individual had previously “served a term in the House of Corrections for
vagrancy,” but had most recently been sentenced to imprisonment for burglary, though his
mental health was now under question.
The Bismarck Daily Tribune also contributed to the representation of Russian German
immigrants as criminals who entangled with law enforcement officials. The Tribune seemingly
held negative perceptions of the Volga Germans, as demonstrated by two separate editorials from
1903 and 1905. In a June 24, 1903 article titled “Russians Rule,” the Tribune covered a chaotic
and crime ridden McHenry County that “seems to be terrified by Bad Russians.”97 The article
discussed instances of “Russians using firearms to intimidate people,” and police shootouts
where “A German Russian rushed out with a shot gun and a couple of dogs.” The article finished
out with a description of bandits on a trail, where some Norwegians “were held up fifteen miles
northeast of Balfour by four German-Russians armed with a shot gun and six-shooter. A fight
was put up by the plucky Norwegians and both sides were badly handled. The Russians were
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licked and lost their guns as a result of the fracus.” Such a connotation of “bad Russians” implied
that McHenry County was overrun with Russian German criminals, and that people were not
safe to cross their path.
The Tribune published another article two years later that once again portrayed the
Russian Germans as murderous bandits. Published November 3, 1905, the Tribune highlighted
the experience of O.E. Jones, who served as jury foreman in a court trial that found “Vincent
Kuntz, a German Russian, guilty of manslaughter in the first degree.”98 The article continued,
explaining that upon returning to work, Jones found a threatening note in his work chest.
Rumored that the note came from the German Russians, “Mr. Jones thought that it would
probably be best for him to get out, as the German Russians predominated in that vicinity and he
being an old man 63 years of age, he was sure that he could not cope with the ten evil men who
threatened his life…” This article insinuated that Mr. Jones was not safe due to the predominance
of German Russians within his vicinity, and implied that any German Russian could pose a threat
to the 63-year-old man. The article could also generate a generalized fear in its readership, as the
article attributed the threat to the entire population of German Russians, rather than the
individual(s) who actually wrote the note.
In addition to being depicted as criminals, the Russian Germans were also the subject of
blame for the spread of pests and disease. On February 13, 1895, The Minneapolis Journal of
Minneapolis, Minnesota wrote of a Russian German who supposedly introduced garden pests to
Yankton County. The article, emphasizing the fact that the individual named Orth was a Russian
German, noted that he “secured seed from Russia and sowed them in his garden for the purpose
of getting feed for his sheep. In Russia the plant is cultivated for that purpose, but it is less thorny
98
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and pithy than its American descendant. After one or two seasons the seed got away from Orth,
who now bears the not very honorable distinction of being the author of this most widespread
pest, which is so…detested by the Northwestern farmer.”99 The article made connections
between the farmer’s previous agricultural practices in Russia, and the viability of such practices
in the American Midwest. The article claimed that such practices were not viable in the Midwest,
and that the foreigner now held the dishonor of spreading a pest that affected farmers throughout
the region.
Beyond agricultural pests, the Russian Germans were also blamed for spreading physical
disease and contagion. On August 18, 1897, Aberdeen Daily News wrote of a diphtheria
outbreak, and that Russian Germans (described as Russians), were not following health
guidelines. It continued that “the board of health has been able to trace the contagion in each
instance to its conclusion, and is satisfied that unless the Russian-German element among the
residents of the north side are made to thoroughly understand the deadly character and frightful
contagion of the disease, other deaths will speedily follow.”100 This article insinuates not only
ignorance on part of the Russian Germans, but also a blatant disregard for health protocols. This
language could have promoted further disconnect between Russian Germans and their neighbors,
as readership of the Aberdeen Daily News were advised that community members would die
unless the Russian Germans changed their behaviors. Claims that immigrants spread disease and
contagion were not unique to the Russian Germans, as immigrant groups such as the Irish
frequently faced similar claims in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.101 However, an
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examination of such claims provides further insight into the reality that Volga Germans faced in
the American Midwest. Certainly, the paradise promoted by the recruiting advertisements did not
include newspaper debates. 102
Norman Saul noted that the Russian Germans, whether Mennonites or Volga Germans,
were often described as “strange animals,” of a curious origin.103 Since they were not inherently
Russian or German, and they spoke a combination of Russian and German, they sparked many
Americans’ curiosity. Saul noted that Americans traveled in large numbers to witness the arrival
of the Russian Germans and observe their unique fashion and language, and the newspapers were
largely to blame for encouraging this type of representation. The Hays City Sentinel discussed
the arrival of Volga Germans in Kansas, though it categorized them as Mennonites. In
continuance of describing the Volga Germans as a sight to be held, the article noted that:
The whole outfit, wagons, horses, dogs, cows, women and children of the men
folks of the Russians, who had taken claims in this country, arrived last
Wednesday night and a queer looking set they are…They are strong looking
animals, and seem capable of any work, especially the women, who seem to
perform as much menial labor as the children, which are numerous. It is
refreshing to see one of these females with a small child slung to her in a pouch,
in very much the same manner in which the American Indians carry their young,
harnessed to a yoke with a bucket of water at each end get down to business!104
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A couple of months later, the Sentinel further contributed to the fascination, and arguably
developing prejudice, against Volga German immigrants. The following excerpt demonstrates
that perceptions of Volga Germans did not correlate to specific regions; Kansas newspapers
boasted about the Volga Germans’ integrity and productivity, while also featuring highly
negative discussions about the immigrants. In August of 1876, five months after the previous
editorial, the Sentinel published that:
They are here; they are there; and at every corner they may be seen gathering,
jabbering about this and that no one knows what. Their presence is unmistakable;
for where they are there is also something else,--a smell so pungent and potent as
to make a strong man weak. What the material is, from which that smell is
manufactured, no one seems to know; but there is a striking similarity of opinion
as to the existence of something. It is as penetrating as a west wind, and
everything is pervaded with it…Even now our olfactories are protesting; and to
our knowledge, there isn’t a Russian within twenty rods of us.105

The negative depictions of the Russian Germans were controversial among the press, as
multiple newspapers responded to these negative representations by coming to the defense of the
Russian Germans. The Fargo Forum and Daily Republican wrote in defense of the RussianGerman communities in North Dakota. In a November 20, 1905 article titled “Russian
Immigrants to N.D. are Defended,” the article reported that a St. Paul journal attempted to
“degrade the Russian people, make them a laughing stock and otherwise lower the judgment of
the American people simply to study the Russian people in Dakota and save their trip to
Russia.”106 The article continued that the journal made the mistake of labelling the GermanRussians as strictly Russian immigrants, though the group consists of “real Germans,” and
acknowledged the group’s history of globetrotting. The article then argued that “It is not
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necessary to sing the songs of praises concerning the great merits of the Germans coming here
from Russia. They are known to every intelligent person, but to such bigots and parasites and
knownothings as this Isaak Motes it is a mystery indeed.” Following the attack on Mr. Motes, the
article turned to praise of the Russian Germans: “See the wonderful changes brought about by
these humble German Russians in the state of North Dakota. Waste tracks of verdant and even
barren prairies have been changed into veritable gardens of paradise. No one could have
accomplished this only they.” The article also boasted the high level of state office that Russian
Germans held, arguing that they made excellent legislators and businessmen. Ultimately, The
Fargo Forum and Daily Republican made it so there could be no question of their official stance,
with the closing statement “We are proud of the Russian Germans.”
Some Kansas newspapers also responded to the negative discussions of Russian Germans
and noted their active contributions to Midwestern society. On August 2, 1900, The Peabody
News of Peabody, Kansas generalized Russian Germans as Mennonites, but provided a narrative
history that accounts for Volga Germans.107 Nevertheless, the article provided a positive account
of the largely Republican political body, noting that “Kansas has been particularly fortunate in
securing these farmers. Many of them are the most industrious of our population, absolutely
honest, strictly conscientious, extremely religious, they aid in making for Kansas the good name
the state bears, east and west, for progressiveness.” On May 11, 1900, Emporia Daily
Republican republished an article from Jacob H. Lepke, a Russian German student, who wrote a
history of the Volga Germans and Mennonites in Russia.108 The Republican cited the Russian
Germans as “a sturdy people who have contributed much toward the development of Western
Kansas.” The Republican directed the article “to the readers of the Republican, and especially so
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to those in Marion, McPherson and Harvey counties,” which had large Russian German
populations.
A German-American newspaper, Die Eureka Post, also provided a detailed defense of the
Russian Germans.109 The Post referred to Isaak Motes’s article as a “gehässigen Artikel,”
otherwise translated as a “hateful article.” The Post also noted that the Dakota Freie Presse, a
German newspaper in Yankton, came to the defense of the Russian Germans as well. The article,
after being translated from German, noted that “In addition to the coverage of the article
mentioned, the Free Press also brings an armed answer to the same that does you all honor.”
Though the Russian Germans and German immigrants had cultural differences and discord at
times, this response demonstrated that Germans still came to the defense of their Russian
German counterparts. This reveals that the Germans still recognized some sort of connection
with the Russian Germans, and potentially shared in the Volga German experience of being a
type of German immigrant in the United States.
As these editorials have demonstrated, a lively debate existed surrounding the integrity of
Volga Germans, both in Russia and in the United States. Saul’s examination of Kansas
newspapers such as the Hays City Sentinel implied that initial reactions to the Russian Germans
were overwhelmingly negative, and that the few positive representations were based on a
connection between immigration influxes and a boost in the Kansas economy. While negative
representations certainly existed of Russian Germans, those representations must be
contextualized within the debate that occurred between newspaper publishers. As has been
demonstrated thus far, negative representations were often rebutted. However, the negative
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representations are critical in understanding the debates that local communities had of their
Russian German immigrants.
This is not to say that the negative newspaper representations were entirely unfounded in
questioning the impacts that Russian Germans had on local communities, as many Volga
Germans had rough starts to their new lives in America, and struggled to find the economic
means that had been so greatly advertised. “Around Topeka in the winter of 1875-1876, while
deciding on possible farm sites,” Norman Saul noted, “the Catholic Volga Germans scavenged,
begged, performed odd jobs, and loitered on the streets.”110 Instances such as this could have
influenced the negative newspaper discussions of the Volga Germans. Further analysis of the
economic and social strain that Volga Germans experienced upon immigration to the United
States could potentially explain the criminal activity that some of the articles highlighted.
Criminal strain theory is not something that could uniquely apply to some Volga Germans, but
explains experiences that many immigrant groups face when the reality of their situation does not
align with the expectations associated with the pathway to the American dream. Barriers that
immigrants face in their new community, without a clear pathway to success, is precisely what
the strain theory suggests as an influence of criminal behavior. In the instance of the Volga
Germans, as Saul noted, the begging and loitering were generally temporary as the immigrants
searched for farming locations to live and work on. Once the locations were found, Volga
Germans quickly went to work and often achieved economic prosperity, as several of the
newspaper articles hired. The loitering and scavenging represented a gap, though temporary, in
the process of immigrating to the United States and having the means to generate economic and
physical prosperity. These reality discrepancies were arguably more the result of poor
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promotional tactics rather than the practices of the immigrant group, as the Volga Germans were
given advertisements indicating economic success upon arrival in the United States that was not
always feasible with local means, yet the immigrants managed to overcome those obstacles in
the long run.
Such a discussion about criminality can be problematic for a variety of reasons. It can
place the “scavengers” and Volga Germans who “performed odd jobs” in alignment with
criminals such as the supposed murderers and thieves discussed in articles from the Bismarck
Daily Tribune, Philadelphia Inquirer, and Grand Forks Daily Herald, when this is certainly
inaccurate. At the time of the publication of these newspapers, vagrancy was often criminalized,
and Volga Germans were arrested for vagrancy, as indicated by the previously analyzed article in
the Philadelphia Inquirer. The discussion of criminality also misrepresents Volga German
criminality as being far more common than it was. Following the analysis of newspaper
representations, it appears that Volga Germans rarely resorted to criminal behavior, and were
generally regarded as law-abiding citizens that achieved state recognition for their production
and contributions to civil processes.

Conclusion
Local American communities faced mixed reactions and engaged in debates surrounding
the integrity of their new Volga German and Russian German immigrants. Overwhelmingly,
local newspapers defended the immigrants, and applauded their contributions to the economic
welfare of their states. Many newspapers highlighted the agricultural transformations that
Russian German farmers made throughout the Midwest, recognizing their skills as successful
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farmers. Others applauded the Russian Germans’ involvement in local politics, as the immigrants
attended political rallies and held positions in state government. Some newspapers applauded the
economic thriftiness of the Russian Germans and noted that they were able to craft a comfortable
life out of little means. Other newspapers, though, represented Volga German communities
where crime and disease ran rampant. The immigrants were also described as strange foreigners
with unfamiliar features, who seemed to have stepped out from a time machine; such
descriptions arguably resulted in a fascination and fetishization of the group.
The immigration narrative of the Volga Germans is complicated when contextualizing it
within the discussion of recruiting advertisements, as the newspaper discussions of the
immigrants revealed both strengths and gaps in the promotional literature. As demonstrated in
chapter two, promotional advertisements portrayed “abundant” and “fertile” lands that were
waiting for farmers to claim and work to generate agricultural crop yields. As the newspapers
revealed, however, the success stories advertised were not always the reality for the immigrants
who responded to the recruiting agencies. Though most Volga Germans ultimately succeeded in
acquiring farmland and cultivating agricultural productions, the immigrants remained the subject
of newspaper debates in communities that were suspicious of Volga Germans’ abilities to
positively contribute to their community. For some Volga Germans, engagement in criminal
behavior led them astray from the workflow that immigrant recruiting agencies had crafted,
resulting in negative representations of the entire immigrant population in the newspapers. For
other Volga Germans, gaps in the transitional process to American life led to a period of
scavenging and begging, though most of the immigrants who fell into this period were eventually
able to locate stable work. And for the vast majority of Volga German immigrants, as the
newspapers document, the transitional period to American life proved successful as the farmers
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achieved the economic success and agricultural production that the recruiting advertisements had
promoted. These immigrants also immersed themselves within their local communities, traversed
community barriers founded by cultural identity, and engaged in local politics.
The newspapers watched the Volga Germans alongside the recruiting agencies, and the
two bodies cast judgement simultaneously as to whether or not the foreigners would make good
additions to the United States. As revealed with the recruiting advertisements, many agencies
believed in the prospect of Volga German immigrants. However, newspaper debates that
occurred at the same time as the recruitment reveal that local communities were not always as
convinced as the recruiting agencies. The newspapers reveal additional layers of challenges that
Volga Germans and other Russian Germans faced upon immigration to the United States, such as
nativism and initial economic hardship that the advertisements did not reveal. The press coverage
of Volga German activities in the years following immigration show that the Volga Germans
widely worked to achieve the life that had been advertised to them, and ultimately overcame the
initial barriers that life in the American Midwest posed.
While these experiences were not unique to Volga Germans and could have applied to
almost any immigrant group present in the United States, this transitional period of adjusting to
American life that newspapers highlighted is critical in understanding the grander narrative of
the Volga German experience in the American Midwest. Since there are very few sources from
Volga Germans themselves, the newspapers provide an additional insight beyond the perspective
of recruiting agencies to examine how the immigrants fared after moving from Russia to the
United States. And as the Volga Germans faced transitional challenges in Russia, they faced
challenges yet again in the United States, but were arguably better prepared following their
experiences in Russia. Fortunately, the newspapers served as a third party to capture the Volga
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Germans’ situation and assess their roles in the United States, revealing that there was far more
struggle in the Volga German effort to engage in American life than they had previously been
given credit for.
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Conclusion
Studying the Volga German immigration to the United States provides an opportunity for
re-periodization of the Volga German experience in conjunction with American historical events.
Current scholarship on the Volga Germans isolates the process of immigration largely within the
1870s as the first phase, and then the 1890s to the early 1900s as the second phase, with later
phases surrounding the world wars of the twentieth century. However, as this paper
demonstrated, the conversation of Volga German immigration to the United States cannot simply
start with the 1870s. Such a notion not only neglects the contextualization of Volga German
interactions with global events that influence migration patterns in the years leading up to
migration, but also ignores the Volga German connection to Russian German immigration to the
United States that existed as early as the 1850s. Understanding the role of immigrant aid
societies in the American antebellum period, in addition to the Russian German immigration to
the United States during this period creates a vein for the possibility of Volga German
immigration during this period as well. Further analysis of census information and community
immigration records could reveal whether or not these Russian Germans were Volga Germans.
However, until then, the possibility of Volga German immigration to the United States in the
1850s cannot be ignored. Even if these Russian Germans were not Volga Germans, the migration
of these peoples in the 1850s allows for conversation surrounding the recruitment of these
peoples.
Though Volga Germans and other Russian Germans had their cultural differences, they
were still largely unified as farmers of German heritage who shared a common experience in the
Russian steppes. If migration appealed to one group of Russian Germans, certainly other groups
engaged with the same factors that convinced that initial group to migrate. Therefore, the
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immigration of the 1850s contextualizes the situational factors that led to larger Volga German
migration in the 1870s. A transnational understanding of events in the United States as well as in
Russia explain why so many Volga Germans chose to leave in the 1870s. And the experiences of
this first major wave of immigrants, who wrote back to friends and family in Russia, in
conjunction with immigration promotional advertisements, influenced the second major wave of
migration in the 1890s.
Promotional recruitment was constant throughout the Volga German experience, which
allows for the period of the nineteenth century to contextualize the experiences of the Volga
Germans in the twentieth century United States. Historians, genealogists, and descendants have
examined the experience of the Volga Germans during the world wars of the twentieth century,
as the immigrant group shared a unique identity that was all German, Russian and American at
the time of the world wars. However, another catastrophic event has direct connections to the
interactions between Volga Germans and farmable land: the Dust Bowl of the 1930s.
Environmental and Western historians have acknowledged the role of Volga German farmers,
among others, in the cultivation of the American Midwest that resulted in the catastrophic events
of the 1930s Dust Bowl, though such agricultural practices that depleted the land have often been
isolated within the twentieth century.
Analysis of promotional advertisements, and Volga German interactions with the
advertisements of “farmable” land reveal that the Volga German experience in the 1930s Dust
Bowl stems back roughly 160 years to the group’s initial recruitment from Germany to Russia
for “fertile” lands in the 1760s. From their first migration across the globe, promotional
advertisements encouraged cultivation of land that may not have been suited for such practices,
though administrative oversight applied pressure on the Volga Germans to act accordingly.
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Though the advertisements promoted abundant lands that were suited for whatever mode of
production the Volga Germans desired, the farmers quickly learned that the reality of their
situation was not what the advertisements had shown. However, administrative pressures and
economic burdens ensured that the Volga Germans continued to work the land and obtain
productive crop yields. Though the Volga German farmers were widely successful at obtaining
those crop yields, they were not without instances of environmental depletion that resulted in
dust storms in the nineteenth century. The Volga Germans acted in accordance with the
immigration recruitment and administrative contracts, thus creating a three-piece puzzle that
conceptualizes the role of the Volga Germans, Russian officials, and immigration recruiters in
the depletion of the land.
Nearly 100 years after their recruitment to Russia, the Volga Germans were placed in a
similar situation with the American Midwest. Following the Homestead Act of 1862,
promotional literature advertised “abundant” and “fertile” lands that would provide agricultural
yields and economic prosperity that could release the Volga Germans of their burdens in Russia.
Such literature was strikingly familiar to that of Russia’s manifestos, though the American use of
posters perhaps provided a reality that the Volga German farmers could envision for themselves.
Overwhelmingly, as chapter two demonstrated, Volga Germans responded to these promotional
advertisements in pursuit of the American dream via workable farmland. Though life in the
Midwest posed seemingly cultural, economic, and environmental challenges to these dreams, the
Volga Germans ultimately achieved the success that the advertisements portrayed by either
working the lands of the American Midwest, or by utilizing rail networks to work lands in the
West and Pacific Northwest. The Volga Germans that moved further west seemed to find cleaner
paths toward that image of success that recruiters had placed into their heads. Some Volga
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Germans found this success in the Midwest, though this success was not a shared experience and
many Volga Germans struggled to find economic means. Local newspapers demonstrated this
variability, as examined in chapter three. This variability could reveal gaps in the recruitment
processes, or even false advertisement as the Volga Germans experienced with their recruitment
to Russia. Nevertheless, the advertisements influenced Volga German decisions to migrate
across the globe and their practices upon arrival in their new home.
Overall, the study of the Volga Germans has several areas for further research. National
movements such as the Grange movement could potentially reveal additional themes of Volga
German involvement in national political events. Though evidence of Volga German
involvement in the Grange movement is not immediately apparent, the values of the movement
align with the values of the immigrants who crafted their identity around their farmer family
units. An additional opportunity for research is Volga German impressions of the Forty-Eighters
and other German immigrants who immersed themselves in United States politics of the midnineteenth century. Though the Volga Germans may not have had direct interactions with these
Germans, Volga German reactions could provide further insight into their own political
sentiments and impressions of German involvement in American politics.
Volga German involvement in politics has been alluded to, as newspapers documented
the lobbying and participation of the immigrants on behalf of national political parties. However,
the scholarship has widely noted that Volga Germans hesitated to adapt into American life, and
remained in their own private communities without interacting with the American population at
large. While it certainly seems true that Volga Germans were reluctant to interact with several
groups outside of their own, the extent of Volga German involvement in both local and state
politics is worth examination, as it could reveal previously overlooked trends in the immigrants’
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involvement. If Volga Germans were involved in United States politics more than what has been
previously understood, then the understandings of in-group dynamics and cultural rigidity would
have to be revised. Based on the newspaper analysis in chapter three, such a revision might be
forthcoming.
Other areas of potential interest could include the roles of women in Volga German
communities. Though Linda Shelbitzki Pickle analyzed the role of women in German-speaking
communities and provided a brief analysis of the patriarchal nature of Volga German groups,
further gender studies would greatly contribute to understanding of Volga German group
dynamics that influenced their interactions with other immigrant groups. Pickle noted that
Russian German women were involved with the decision to migrate, as the immigrants operated
as family units. However, as Pickle demonstrated, many Russian German women disapproved of
their new lives in the United States, and struggled to form connections with other American
women due to cultural differences. The experiences of Volga German women, in addition to how
women interacted with the railroad companies and recruitment agencies, would contribute to
understandings of immigrant women in the United States and their understandings of
immigration. Surely Volga German women saw the same immigration advertisements as the
men, and their responses to the advertisements are just as critical in crafting a holistic
understanding of the Volga German response to such advertisements. It would also provide
insight into the recruiting agencies’ inner workings, and the agencies’ perceptions of immigrant
women.
Analysis of newspaper editorials reveals several areas of research to be further developed
surrounding the representation of Volga Germans in their local communities. One area worth
exploring is if Volga Germans developed their own newspapers, and if so, how they interacted
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with German and American newspapers. Though the preliminary research to chapter three did
not reveal any uniquely American Volga German newspapers in the early phases of immigration,
it would be worthwhile to take a deeper dive into Volga German involvement with local presses.
It is known that Volga Germans read many German-language newspapers in the United States
from the 1870s to the mid-1900s, though their level of involvement with these presses has yet to
be fully understood.
As these areas of potential research reveal, there is still much work to be done in the
understanding of Volga German immigration. This could be due to the underrepresentation of
Volga Germans in the historical record, as sources from the Volga Germans themselves are
scarcely available in archives, historical societies and other means of public research. While this
speaks to the close-knit nature of Volga German communities, it poses a great obstacle in
understanding the thought processes, feelings, and reactions of the Volga Germans in these
historical events. Though a researcher could utilize their own genealogical connections to
understand the role of Volga Germans in certain historical events, such inferences cannot be
generalized without the support of additional Volga German sources. As a result, scholarship
will continue to take an outsider’s perspective, analyzing the immigrant group from a bird’s eye
point of view. Despite this setback, there is still much to gain from the Volga German sources
that are available, in addition to the scholarship that has worked toward understanding the Volga
German experience.
The Volga Germans, though a relatively small population, share a unique global history
that provides channels into several fields of study, as the pursuit of workable land placed them
within three countries in the span of 120 years. Each of these countries left a unique imprint on
the Volga German cultural identity that further separated them from their counterparts, as they
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found themselves not inherently German, not inherently Russian, and not inherently American.
Instead, the Volga Germans were a culmination of each of these identities. Railroad companies
and immigration recruiters recognized this uniqueness, as reflected in their distinctions of
Germans, Russians, and Russo-Germans. Their experience provides valuable insight into the
recruitment processes and promotion of land that allow us to further understand the role that they
had in the global migrations of an agricultural peoples. Though their numbers were small, the
Volga Germans were actors in global events that reveal the interconnectedness of such events.
Analysis of immigration recruitment and its application to Volga Germans streamlines the
connection between Germany, Russia, and the United States in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and
twentieth centuries in ways that a macro-history would overlook. However, a micro-history that
follows a single group of peoples, from one country to the next, reveals that each of the countries
were bound together by a promotional poster.
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